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ANASTASIA AND THE SECRET NOTEBOOK
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Siberia, April 1918

I’m Anastasia, and I am trying not to show how afraid I feel.
Four days ago a string of peasant carts lined with filthy straw drove off through halffrozen mud and slush with our dearest Papa and Mama. Our sister Marie is with them, along with
our own Dr. Botkin and a handful of servants. They are being taken to Moscow, where Papa,
once known to the world as Tsar Nicholas II, Emperor and Autocrat of all the Russias, will be
put on trial by the evil men who have seized power. Our brother, Alexei, is too ill to travel, and
that forced Mama to make a wrenching choice: to stay here in Tobolsk, or to accompany Papa. In
the end she decided to go, taking Marie and leaving my other two sisters and me here to join
them when Alexei is well enough.
“We will send for you,” Papa said. His face was drawn and haggard, but he smiled so
bravely that I cried, even though I said I wouldn’t.
My other two sisters and I watched them go. So far there has been no word.
We call ourselves OTMA, made up of our initials: Olga, Tatiana, Marie, and Anastasia.
Olga and Tatiana are the Big Pair, Marie and I, the Little Pair. I miss Marie awfully. We have
never been separated like this. We have always done everything together.
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Alexei—Lyosha, as he prefers to be called—lies in bed and stares at the wall. He is

thirteen, the tsarevich, the only son and, until the terrible events of a year ago, the future tsar.
Everywhere the he went, the Russian people worshiped him, begging for the chance to touch
him. They adored the tsar, too, and even kissed his shadow when he passed. He was their
Batiushka, “Little Father,” and Mama was Matushka. But that was before everything went so
horribly wrong. The people who call themselves Bolsheviks took over the government and
forced Papa to abdicate. Now there is no tsar, present or future.
“Someone will rescue us,” Tatiana reassures us while we wait. “Our friends will see to it
that see that our whole family is saved.” I want to believe her.
From the window I stare down at the road, deserted now and bleak. The shutters are
closed at the house across the street where Dr. Botkin’s son, Gleb, and daughter, Tatiana, wait
for word from their father. I turn away.
“Grandmother promised to take me to Paris last year for my sixteenth birthday,” I remind
my sisters a little wistfully. “But she couldn’t because of the war. Maybe that’s where we’ll go,
when we’ve been rescued.”
Alexei says no, we will probably go to England, where both Papa and Mama have
cousins.
“England has already refused to offer us asylum,” Olga says.
“I wish we’d be allowed to stay in Russia, at Livadia,” Tatiana says. Livadia is our
beautiful palace on the Black Sea.
“You’re wishing for a miracle,” Olga says, and shakes her head. I know what she’s
thinking: There will be no miracle. No one will rescue us. Olga is such a pessimist. What’s
wrong with dreaming of Livadia? Or Paris?
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After another gloomy day passes, a telegram arrives from Mama. They have not been

taken to Moscow after all, but to Ekaterinburg. Mama does not explain why they are still in
Siberia, why this change, but promises to send us more news.
The waiting goes on. It feels as though it will never end. Easter comes and goes. We
pray.
In answer to one of our many prayers, a letter from Mama is delivered. She doesn’t say
much, only that we must be ready to leave soon, and she instructs us to “dispose of the
medicines.” This is our secret code, devised before she was taken away, and refers to the jewels
we packed in a great rush during our last hours at Alexander Palace, concealing them among the
things we were bringing with us—religious icons, family pictures, albums of photographs, trunks
and trunks of mementos collected over the years. No one found the jewels then, but we may not
be so lucky, or our guards so careless, the next time.
Alexei and his dog, Joy, have positioned themselves by the door to alert us if anyone
comes to our rooms while we’re “disposing of the medicines.” Tatiana is in charge. She is
always the one in charge, the organized one—we call her “the Governess”—and we’re glad to let
her be. Three of our ladies help us to sew the jewels into our clothing. We work industriously,
almost cheerily, under Tatiana’s direction, covering diamonds with cloth to disguise them as
buttons, stitching rubies and emeralds between the stays of our corsets, hiding ropes of pearls in
the hems of our skirts. Trina, our governess, sews gems into the flaps and pockets of Alexei’s
jacket.
Olga is sitting quite still, staring morosely at her idle hands. Trina notices and places a
velvet bag in Olga’s lap. When she opens it, out tumbles an exquisite pearl and diamond
necklace. It was a gift from Papa and Mama for her sixteenth birthday.
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Olga pulls off her old, worn sweater, and in her chemise she struggles to fasten the gold

clasp behind her neck. I jump up to help her. She walks to the mirror above the bureau. Her face
stares back, pale and gaunt, eyes ringed with dark circles.
“Remember this?” she asks dreamily. In the dim lamplight the gems glow against the
pallor of her skin. “Remember my pink gown?” She turns to us and smiles, a rare thing for her
these days, and I’m struck by how beautiful she still is, in spite of everything that has happened.
“Remember the ball at Livadia?”
Of course I do. Livadia, November 1911: I remember as though it were just last night.

On Olga’s sixteenth birthday at precisely a quarter to seven, the great carved doors of the
state dining salon at our beautiful new palace swung open, and the master of ceremonies for the
evening announced in a sonorous voice, “Their Imperial Majesties!”
Mama in a regal satin gown and diamond tiara and Papa in his pristine white naval
uniform appeared at the top of the broad marble steps. The gentlemen gathered in the salon
bowed low, and the ladies sank into deep curtsies. Alexei, with the sailor-attendant who always
accompanied him, followed our parents, drawing polite applause. Tatiana came next, tall and
confident on the arm of her escort, Lieutenant Pavel Voronov, a junior officer on the imperial
yacht. Marie, twelve, and I, just ten years old then, entered together, wearing pretty white lace
dresses and ribbons in our long hair. I was very excited. I loved parties. I have always wished
there were more of them.
We joined the others at the foot of the stairs, waiting expectantly. Then Olga appeared
and hesitated for a moment in the doorway. She wore her blond hair up for the first time, and she
was dressed in her first ball gown, pale pink lace over darker pink silk, embroidered with tiny
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crystal beads. In the low neckline of her gown gleamed the diamond and pearl necklace that
Mama had fastened around her neck an hour earlier. Papa had slipped a sparkling diamond ring
on Olga’s finger. “You’re a young lady now,” he’d said and kissed her cheek. She’d smiled,
delighted.
Oh, I did envy her! Six more years, I thought. Then it will be my turn, and Grandmère
Marie will take me to Paris.
“The Grand Duchess Olga Nikolaievna!” cried the master of ceremonies.
The orchestra began to play, and Olga descended the steps, clutching the arm of her
escort, Papa’s aide-de-camp, Lieutenant Nikolai Pavlovich Sablin. She smiled a little nervously
and nodded to the dozens of guests and Romanov relatives who had come to celebrate at her
birthday ball. I thought she looked very beautiful.
Mama and Papa, Olga and Tatiana and their escorts, and Marie and I were seated at a
round table in the center of the dining room, the guests assigned to smaller surrounding tables.
The dinner went on for a long time, with many courses presented—Sterlet au Champagne, Selle
d’Agneau, Filets de Canetons, Faisans de Bohême—all Mama’s doing, for Papa was not fond of
elaborate French meals. He preferred plain Russian dishes. Shchi, cabbage soup, was one of his
favorites, or suckling pig with horseradish.
After the sturgeon in champagne and the duck with truffles and the other dishes, my
favorite part of the dinner finally arrived: a special dessert created for Olga’s birthday. Several
flavors of ice cream were presented in individual pastry baskets decorated with candied violets.
But Olga hardly noticed it—she was gazing at Lieutenant Voronov. When she caught me
watching, she blushed deeply and turned to Lieutenant Sablin. “My Hussars have received
permission to wear the white pelisse!” she exclaimed. “Such an honor!”
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Olga was the chief of the Ninth Hussar Regiment, and they did look dashing in their

white jackets trimmed in black fur and worn thrown over the shoulder, but I was more interested
in another long look that passed between Olga and Lieutenant Voronov. Marie, sitting beside me,
was too busy with her ice cream to notice.
Papa rose, signaling that the meal had ended, and announced, “Gentlemen, in honor of
the sixteenth birthday of my daughter, Olga Nikolaievna, you may ask the grand duchesses for
the pleasure of a dance without first requesting special permission.”
The change from the usual formality made everyone smile. This was not to be as stodgy
as most imperial balls! While servants swiftly cleared the dining room for dancing, the guests
lined up to kiss their sovereigns’ hands. That took quite a while, as those things always did, but
when it was finally done, the master of ceremonies announced a quadrille. Lieutenant Sablin
asked Olga for the honor of the first dance, Lieutenant Voronov led Tatiana out on the floor, and
two of the youngest officers from our yacht Standart appeared and invited Marie and me to
dance. Mama settled into an armchair to watch. Alexei, who had probably eaten himself into a
stupor, was with her, and after a few minutes Papa joined his friends in another room to play
bridge.
It was a beautiful autumn evening, and the glass doors to the terrace had been thrown
open. The breeze was warm, there was a scent of flowers everywhere, and silvery moonlight
glittered on the sea. Until two o’clock the next morning the band played spirited quadrilles and
energetic mazurkas and lively folk dances, and I danced every one of them until my feet ached. It
was wonderful. I would have been happy to attend such a lovely ball at least once a week.
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PART I.
OTMA: THE GRAND DUCHESSES
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Chapter 1. Olga’s Secret – Livadia, 1911
Every year, from winter to spring to summer to fall, it was the custom of our family to
move from one palace to another, traveling on the imperial train or the imperial yacht. Our main
residence, the one we always returned to, was Alexander Palace in Tsarskoe Selo, the small,
quiet “Tsar’s Village” a half-hour’s journey from the capital city, St. Petersburg. But no matter
where we were, we followed more or less the same schedule. Papa had meetings with
government officials and members of the court, my sisters and my brother and I had lessons with
our tutors, and Mama had her friends.
Papa believed in routine—rising at a certain hour, eating at set times, working and
studying and exercising during certain periods. OTMA shared two large bedrooms (Big Pair in
one, Little Pair in the other), slept on camp beds with thin mattresses, endured cold morning
baths, and kept diaries in which we recorded the events of our day. I thought the diaries were a
waste of time, because every day was almost the same, even when we’d moved to a different
palace. Sometimes we bargained for a change: Olga finally persuaded Mama to persuade Papa
that warm evening baths were more beneficial for young girls than cold baths in the morning.
We thought the biggest treat in the world was having Papa’s permission to use his huge marble
swimming bath.
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The autumn of 1911 was our first visit to the new palace at Livadia, our estate in Crimea

on the Black Sea, and we adored it. Nearly every day we went for a hike along mountain paths or
took an excursion in one of Papa’s motorcars—he kept several French vehicles in the imperial
garage, and I loved riding in the big open Delaunay Belleville with the wind in my face. In the
afternoons Papa played tennis with officers from the Standart. Lieutenant Voronov was usually
one of them, which must have delighted Olga.
The commandant, Admiral Chagin, often came, too. He was a particular friend of Papa,
and Mama was very fond of him, too, but he was gray-haired and portly and didn’t play tennis.
He and Tatiana sat with Mama in the pavilion next to the court and watched. After Papa and
Lieutenant Voronov had played one set, Marie and Olga were invited to play mixed doubles, the
lieutenant and Olga on one side of the net, Marie and Papa on the other. Marie played poorly, but
Papa made up for it. I wasn’t included, because I was still taking lessons and my shots always
went completely wild.
“Keep practicing, Nastya,” Papa advised, but I was deeply irritated at having to sit and
watch while the others played.
Meanwhile Mama and Admiral Chagin discussed plans for the charity bazaar Mama was
organizing for the benefit of the poor people of Yalta. Mama’s friend, Lili Dehn, helped with the
planning, and Lili’s husband, an officer on the Standart, was assigned to recruit other officers to
carry out Mama’s orders.
The bazaar was being held at the boys’ school in Yalta, the port near Livadia where the
Standart was tied up. Commodore von Dehn and his fellow officers set up display tables. Mama,
assisted by Lili, had her own huge table in the center of a large hall, displaying a vast assortment
of things she had created—pretty cushions and fancy boxes and framed portraits of OTMA and
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especially of Alexei—plus items the four of us had made that were deemed nice enough to be
sold. We were to act as “salesgirls,” while Lili handled the money. All the important ladies of
Yalta wanted to have tables close to Mama’s, which made them feel even more important.
On the day of the bazaar people came by motorcar, carriage, horse, mule or foot from
surrounding estates and villages to buy items made by the Imperial family. Ordinary Russians
and poor peasants, even the rugged-looking Tartars coming down from the mountains, flocked to
the bazaar for a look at the tsar and tsaritsa and their children. Papa was there, smiling and
chatting, and Mama smiled and chatted, too, though she felt ill. The most popular person,
drawing the biggest crowds, was, of course, Tsarevich Alexei.
There was even a bit of scandal when a pretty young girl named Kyra Belyaevna,
daughter of a good family, asked to take part in the event with a table of her own, selling fine
linen handkerchiefs bordered with delicate lace. Some of the older ladies didn’t like her, saying
that she dressed too daringly, she was too friendly, and she attracted too much attention with her
blue eyes and musical laugh. When several of the ladies insisted that she should not be given a
table, she begged Admiral Chagin to intervene. The admiral gallantly took her request to Mama,
who thought Belyaevna was being judged too harshly and sent word that she must be allowed to
stay. A number of gentlemen and naval men suddenly found themselves in need of a lacetrimmed handkerchief and crowded around her table. Even the old admiral seemed to be
enchanted. I decided the ladies must be jealous.
The bazaar went on for three days and raised lots of money for Mama’s cause, but Mama
herself was so exhausted that she spent the rest of the week in bed. Even Lili Dehn, who was
always full of energy, looked weary.
* * * *
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No one wanted to leave Livadia, but early in December we said goodbye to the officers

of the Standart and boarded the imperial train for the long, monotonous journey north into
winter. The great black locomotive moved s-l-o-w-l-y—a horse could run almost as fast—across
the flat, treeless steppe, a distance of a thousand miles. I was always excited at the start of a train
trip but thoroughly tired of it by the end.
Our train was a rolling palace in miniature. Mama and Papa’s private car contained a
bedroom, a sitting room for Mama and a study for Papa, and a bathroom. My sisters and I and
our brother shared bedrooms and a bathroom in another car; the bathtub was specially
constructed so that water didn’t slosh out when the train rounded a curve. A third car was for
Mama’s ladies-in-waiting and Papa’s aides and our governesses. The dining car seated twenty at
a long, narrow table; at one end were a kitchen and a little room where Papa and his friends had
their zakuski—hors d’oeuvres, Mama called them—before dinner while the train chuffed through
the darkness. A car for the servants and a baggage car completed the train.
A second train that looked exactly like the first, dark blue cars with the double-eagled
Romanov crest embossed in gold on the sides, traveled either ahead of us or behind us. It was
actually a dummy. A revolutionary or an anarchist planning to throw a bomb would not know on
which train the tsar was traveling. I had no idea then what a revolutionary or an anarchist was,
but I did understand there were men who hated my father because he was the tsar, and might
cause something terrible to happen to him, just as they had blown up Papa’s poor Uncle Sergei a
few years earlier. What I did not understand then was why they hated Sergei enough to kill him
and why all of us had to be guarded wherever we went.
* * * *
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Keeping a diary, making an entry every single day, was something all of us were

expected to do. Mama kept a diary, and so did Papa. I therefore assumed that everyone did. At
some time that year I had become curious about what my sisters were writing in their diaries.
Marie’s lay on a shelf near her bed, and in less than a minute I had leafed through it and
discovered there wasn’t a thing in it that wasn’t almost exactly like mine. Tatiana’s was hidden
but easy to find—under her pillow—and it was full of lists of things to do, birthdays and name
days of family and servants who might require gifts, various projects she had dreamed up and
intended to organize. Olga’s, lying in plain sight on her desk, included notes about books she
was reading—she was particularly interested in English writers, like Jane Austen and the Brontë
sisters—and the latest piano piece she’d been working on. Hardly worth the trouble of reading.
Boring. Every single one of the diaries was boring. I didn’t bother to look at them again
for months.
But then, just after we’d returned from Livadia to Tsarskoe Selo, I neededd an address
book that I thought one my older sisters had. Olga was practicing in the music room and Tatiana
was with Mama in her boudoir, and not wanting to disturb them I went alone into their bedroom
to look for it. On a shelf among Olga’s prayer books I noticed a book with a black leather cover
stamped with a gilt cross. I thought it was a book of devotions. I have no idea what led me to
open it, but what I found was a notebook disguised to look like a book of devotions. It was not. It
was another kind of diary. The rest of us kept diaries so dull that anyone could read them without
finding anything the least bit shocking. But the first few lines were enough to tell me that Olga’s
notebook was not for the eyes of anyone but Olga. A secret diary! I began to read.
Livadia, 4th November 1911
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What happiness! I am sixteen, and last night at my birthday ball I danced three times

with Pavel Alexeivich. For a few moments we stood on the balcony, and he took my hand. We
dared not kiss, we were surrounded by people, but I was happy, and for one perfect night I could
allow myself to be in love and to know that Pavel returns that love. For one perfect night we
danced and let our eyes speak the words that we could not say aloud.
Pavel Alexeivich was Lieutenant Voronov, and Olga was in love with him!
I knew I should not read it. The contents were private. I worried that I would be caught
and she would be very angry. It was wrong to read it!
I closed the book and returned it carefully to its place among the prayer books, promising
myself that I would not look at it again.
Then I broke my vow, found Olga’s secret notebook, and could not stay away.
Livadia, 10th November
We will be here for another month, and it is pure bliss! I see Pavel nearly every day, and
we have even had a few moments alone, to talk when everyone was busy at the bazaar. P. gave
me a lovely lace handkerchief as a gift—of course I know that he bought it from that girl
everyone was making such a fuss over.

Livadia, 12th November
Tanya has noticed. We were in our bedroom dressing for dinner when she asked
suddenly, “Do you think I don’t see how you look at him?” I pretended not to know whom she
was talking about.
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She calls him “your lieutenant” and says I gaze at him like a sick puppy! She also

reminded me that there’s no future for me with him. “You won’t ever marry Pavel Andreivich or
anyone else of his class.” Her words exactly.
I asked who had said anything about marrying him, and assured her I was not
contemplating marriage at the age of sixteen, any more than she was at fourteen.
She said that if my crush on Pavel is obvious to her—she insists on calling it a “crush”—
then it is surely obvious to Mother as well.
I asked if Mother had said anything. Tanya said no, but then she said, “I’m warning
you—if she does take notice, you can be sure it’s the last you’ll see of him. Lieutenant Voronov
will be transferred to Vladivostok before you can snap your fingers.”
I know that Tanya is right, and I have resolved to be more careful.

Livadia, 14th November
The afternoon tennis matches continue, and I follow darling P. with my eyes and ache for
a few minutes alone with him. But that does not happen. I hate the thought of leaving here, for it
will be spring until I see him again.
I put the notebook back where I had found it. I could hear Olga practicing on the piano,
but there was a chance that Tatiana might come in and find me. I wondered if she knew about the
secret diary. When did Olga even have time to write in it?
A little further investigation revealed that she slept with the lace-trimmed handkerchief
under her pillow. Poor Olga! I worried about her and how her heart might be broken.
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Chapter 2. Family Secret - Tsarskoe Selo, 1912

The snow lay deep at Alexander Palace, and the Neva River, winding toward the Baltic,
was thick with ice. Days in Tsarskoe Selo were short and bitterly cold. We settled in for the long
winter, dreaming of spring, of returning to Livadia and cruising again on the Standart.
In the meantime we looked forward to Christmas. My sisters and I knitted scarves and
embroidered handkerchiefs to give as gifts. The palace was decorated with huge fir trees
trimmed with ornaments and lit with tiny candles, a German tradition. There was one tree in our
playroom, another in Mama’s sitting room, a third in the dining room.
Everyone else might be having a cozy Christmas at home, but not the Tsar of All the
Russias. Papa had to attend several Christmas celebrations–at the military hospital, the nursing
school, the home for disabled soldiers. The biggest celebration was for the men of our family’s
personal guard—those Cossacks who were always following us around! Mama wasn’t feeling
well, but Papa’s younger sister, Olga Alexandrovna, came from St. Petersburg and took her
place. Alexei looked absolutely adorable in his white uniform and white fur hat. In the horse ring
by the Catherine Palace a gigantic tree had been set up and decorated with hundreds of little
electric lights. A carpet had been spread on the sawdust and chairs set up for us.
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Next to the tree were tables piled with Christmas gifts. Each Cossack took a numbered

slip and presented it to Aunt Olga, kissed her hand, saluted Papa, and accepted the gift from the
pile—a silver spoon or cup or sugar bowl with the imperial seal. A balalaika orchestra played,
followed by a chorus of Cossacks in their brilliant red coats, singing “Absolute Master of our
great land, our Tsar, our sun,” followed by Cossack dancers leaping and whirling and throwing
their daggers. This went on for three hours—three long hours! And then, after we’d had tea,
there was still another Christmas tree party for the officers, at our palace.
“I can’t bear it,” my sister Olga muttered. But it was our duty, and so we did bear it.
When the official duties were finally over and the first star gleamed in the sky, we
gathered by the light of a single candle for our own quiet Christmas Eve supper. This was the last
of the forty days of fasting, the table spread with the twelve traditional Russian dishes—bowls of
kutya made with wheat grains mixed with honey and nuts, mushrooms served in several ways,
almond soup, pickled herring, and roast carp stuffed with buckwheat, but no meat or eggs or
cheese, and no sweets. Papa loved it, and we ate it because Papa did. Mama hardly touched it.
A crowd had gathered in front of Alexander Palace to wish our family a joyous
Christmas. We stepped out onto Mama’s balcony to acknowledge their joyful shouts and cheers.
At midnight we attended mass in the chapel, and the next day, the Great Feast of the Nativity, we
exchanged gifts and gave our hand-made presents to our servants and friends.

A new year had begun, and we resumed our regular routine. We rose at seven, and at
eight we joined Papa for breakfast, but Mama did not. He always had the same thing, tea and two
rolls, buttered. After breakfast he went to his study to receive visitors and read reports, and we
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went to our schoolroom to spend the morning at the mercy of our tutors. Our tutors arrived at
nine o’clock. Alexei was taught separately. Hour after tedious hour we were at our lessons.
An Englishman, Charles Sidney Gibbes—we called him “Sidney Ivanovich,” I’m not
sure why—instructed us in English. When I was seven, our family had made a summer visit to
England as the guests of King Edward VII. He was an uncle of both Mama and Papa, and so we
called him Uncle Bertie. He informed my parents that their daughters spoke English with
“atrocious accents.” Papa spoke English beautifully, almost as though he’d been born there, and
Mama did also, but with a German accent, and they must have agreed with Uncle Bertie, because
when we arrived home in Russia, Mama hired Sidney Ivanovitch to correct the problem.
Monsieur Pierre Gilliard, a Swiss with an up-turned mustache and a well-trimmed beard,
taught French. We called him “Zhillik,” our Russian version of his name. My sisters read French
rather well, but I’m the only one who actually spoke it well. I may not have gotten the grammar
right, but my accent was impressively good. Gilliard’s explanation: “Anastasia is a born mimic.
She imitates perfectly what she hears.”
Dear Trina—Catherine Schneider—tried valiantly to teach us to speak German. When
Mama had come from Germany to marry Papa, Trina was hired to teach her Russian. Poor Mama
struggled; she had a terrible time with it. “It’s very hard to learn a foreign language when one is
an adult,” Mama told us. “And that’s why you girlies—and Baby, too—must learn while you’re
still young.” She always called Alexei “Baby” or “Sunbeam.”
We spoke English with Mama, Russian with Papa, French with Grandmère Marie, a
mixture with each other, and German with nobody.
Dear old baggy-eyed Pyotr Petrov, our Russian tutor, also attempted to instill in us some
knowledge of geography. He had mounted a large map of the world on the wall of our
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schoolroom. “First, let us look at Russia,” he announced at the beginning of each day’s lesson,
taking up his pointer. “The tsar’s mighty empire covers one-sixth of the land surface of the
world!” He swept his pointer from west to east—from central Europe to the Pacific Ocean—and
back again, and then from north to south. “Imagine that, Your Imperial Highnesses! One sixth of
the world is Russian!”
It made me laugh when he called us by our formal titles, since he saw us every day and
we had known him for most of our lives, but Pyotr Petrov was a traditionalist, and traditionalists
don’t change.
After that stirring introduction he droned on interminably about mountain ranges and
river systems and sometimes the many different nationalities living within Russia’s distant
borders. Olga took a particular interest in geography, although I could not understand why. I
yawned and sketched flowers in the margins of my notebook. Only when the lessons were in art,
dancing, and music did I truly apply myself.

In early January Alexei, racing around the palace in his usual rambunctious manner, took
a tumble, and was hurt. For days he did not leave his bedroom. These were the times we dreaded.
A gloom settled over the entire palace, surely noticeable to everyone. Papa constantly wore a
worried look. For days at a time Mama hardly left Alexei’s bedside, and we scarcely saw her.
Meanwhile, we were expected to carry on as though nothing was wrong. My brother’s illness
was a closely guarded secret. We had been told by our parents never to speak of it outside the
circle of our family and a few close friends. “It is our burden to bear,” Mama said.
The secret was that Alexei suffers from hemophilia. His blood doesn’t clot. He could die
from a minor cut or a nosebleed. When he bruises himself, he bleeds inside his body, the blood
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has nowhere to go and collects in his joints, and that causes him great pain. Two sailors from the
imperial navy, Andrei Derevenko and Klementy Nagorny, were assigned to stay with him
constantly to keep him from injuring himself and to carry him when he couldn’t walk. It’s an
inherited disease. Only males suffer from it, and only females carry it. Our great-grandmother,
Queen Victoria of England, was a carrier, and many of her descendants were bleeders. Alexei is
one of them.
Our parents learned of this terrible illness when Alexei was still a baby, but they never
spoke of it because they didn’t want the Russian people to know that the tsarevich might not live
to become their next tsar. The doctors could do nothing. There was no treatment for it.
Mama and Papa were in despair, until they met Father Grigory.
To us, he was always Father Grigory or Our Friend, but he was known to others as
Rasputin. He was a starets, a holy man. He prayed with Mama, and when he did, Alexei always
got better. The swelling went down, and the pain went away. Mama came to believe in him
completely and loved him fervently, because of the effect he had on Alexei. He had only to bow
his head and take my brother’s hand, and Alexei immediately became calmer. When Father
Grigory visited my parents, he usually came to our rooms and spent time there with my sisters
and me, talking quietly and praying with us in front of our holy icons.
Father Grigory was a big man, taller than Papa and much broader and heavier. He dressed
in the rough clothes of a moujik, a peasant—baggy trousers and loose blouses and muddy leather
boots, as though he had just come in from working in the fields. He looked as though he never
changed those filthy clothes, or bathed, or even washed his grimy hands, and he smelled worse
than Alexei’s pet donkey. His thick, scraggly black beard was stuck with bits of food, and his
long, stringy hair hung down to his shoulders.
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Awful as he looked and smelled, there was something deeply mysterious about Father

Grigory. His brilliant blue eyes were so magnetic that I could not look away when he gazed at
me, and I felt sure that he could see into my very soul. His voice was so compelling that when he
spoke my name, I shivered, but it wasn’t a shiver of fear—it was something I couldn’t name. My
sisters, too, felt his powerful spell. Strangely, his animal smell didn’t bother us when he bent
close to us and one by one placed a gentle, fatherly kiss on our foreheads.
Mama believed that God had sent this holy man to her and to all of us. She was
convinced that he possessed miraculous powers that would save Alexei from his terrible
illness—not cure him, but heal him and let him live without suffering. “If God does not hear my
prayers, I know that He hears Father Grigory’s,” she said.
But not everyone loved him. Our governess at that time, Sophia Ivanovna, mistrusted
him. “Holy man or not, Grigory Rasputin should not be going into your bedroom while you girls
are in your nightgowns. He should not be sitting down beside you on your beds, and touching
you in a most familiar way. It’s simply not proper for him to be there with you unchaperoned.”
Sophia spoke to Papa about her disapproval, and Papa spoke to Father Grigory. His visits
to our bedrooms stopped, but he was still a regular visitor to Alexander Palace. Then one day our
dear nurse, Maria, upset and weeping, told Sophia that Father Grigory had done something very
wicked to her. Sophia reported Maria’s story to Mama. A few days later Maria was sent away.
When I asked Sophia what had happened and where our nurse had gone, our governess just
shook her head and grimaced. “It’s too shocking,” she said and changed the subject. “I shall say
no more about it.”
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I didn’t know what to think. Papa and Mama believed Father Grigory was a saint, and

Sophia Ivanovna thought he was a devil. She said no more to us, but she must have spoken to
others, because Mama heard about it, and suddenly Sophia Ivanovna, too, was dismissed.
Mama instructed us not to speak of Father Grigory to anyone outside our little family.
“They don’t understand,” she said.

Ts. S. 20th January 1912
Lyosha is much better, and we are grateful for the help we’re received from Father
Grigory. But Mother allows no criticism of him. Everyone is afraid to say a word.
Today Zhillik came to the music room while I was practicing and listened with his eyes
closed until I finished, Usually so calm, he paced nervously and asked if he could speak frankly. I
said he could. In the three years he has served our family, he said, he has observed that Lyosha
suffers from physical problems, but the cause has never been explained to him. At times Lyosha
seems quite well, then, without explanation, the lessons are suddenly suspended. A fortnight later
he is racing through the palace again—or one of the sailors carries him about as if he were an
invalid. Could I explain it, Zhillik asked?
What to tell him? We’ve been told never to speak of it. I decided on the truth, and
described the nature of the disease and the reason for secrecy. Then I revealed another secret:
“Only Father Grigory is able to help him.”
A look of distaste crossed our tutor’s face, though he tried to hide it. He said he’d met Fr.
G only once but has heard much talk about him. “And how does this man Rasputin help?”
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I explained the effect the starets has on Lyosha and told him that Fr. G is a holy man who

prays with Mother, and Lyosha gets better. No one can deny it, and no one is allowed to question
it. Then I begged Zhillik not to let anyone know what I told him.
The truth is that I, too, find Fr. G completely revolting, but for Mother’s sake and
Lyosha’s, I must be careful never to let anyone know how I feel. I feel guilty for saying as much
as I did, because Mother instructed us not to—especially not to Zhillik, who is Swiss and not of
our religion and wouldn’t understand.
I was shaking when I put away Olga’s notebook. I wished that I did not know what she
thought of Father Grigory. Mama would be furious if she found out.

The winter wore on. Tsarskoe Selo was only a half-hour’s drive from the gaiety and
excitement of St. Petersburg, but ours was a different world. Our family occupied the west wing
of the Alexander Palace, very small—only a hundred rooms—compared to the enormous
Catherine Palace nearby that my parents used only for formal occasions, and there weren’t many
of those. The east wing had quarters for our tutors; our physician Dr. Botkin and his children,
Gleb and Tatiana; and Mama’s ladies-in-waiting and Papa’s gentlemen. Between the two wings a
huge semicircular hall with a giant dome was filled with busts and portraits of important people.
OTMA’s two bedrooms, schoolroom, and music room were on the floor above our
parents, connected by an elevator because Mama tired easily and could not use the stairs. Our
maids and governesses and nurses occupied the rooms across the hall. Beyond the palace was a
Chinese village, built by Catherine the Great, who liked Chinese things, and a tiny Russian
village called Feodorovsky Gorodok that Papa had had built. When we weren’t imprisoned with
our tutors and punished with interminable lessons, we went boating in summer and skating on an
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artificial lake and raced our sleds down the ice mountain that the servants built for us in winter.
There was an island with a playhouse, as well as lots of parkland that would have been a fine
place to wander. But there really was no such thing for us as just wandering—we always had to
be guarded. I amused myself by trying to escape from the huge, black-bearded Cossack whose
duty was to guard me. I was never successful.
When Papa went out for a walk at half-past eleven, our tutors set us free, and we went
with him. At noon there were more visitors and more reports for Papa and more studies for us
until luncheon at one. We joined Papa and whatever visitors he had invited—Mama usually
chose to eat with Alexei in her boudoir. Father Vassiliev in his long black robe there to
pronounce the blessing in a loud, cracking voice. The chef prepared three courses, but Papa stuck
to his borscht and his cabbage soup.
Chef Kharitonov prepared several menus each morning, and Count Benckendorff, an old
man with a monocle who was in charge of managing everything that went on in the palace,
presented them to Mama. She decided on the meals for that day. She also decided what we
would wear. She preferred matching outfits: one day we might all dress in black skirts and white
silk blouses, and on another day it was white dresses with pale green sashes. Some days it varied
a little: Big Pair wore blue sashes and Little Pair wore yellow. Only once did I announce that I
did not want to wear the blue dress with the sailor collar, which I disliked, and Mama reacted
with such shock at this act of rebellion that I never did it again.
Mama seldom rose from her bed before noon, claiming that she felt too tired or ill to
speak with us. Instead, she wrote us long letters in which she lectured us on our behavior and
sent a maid to deliver them to us.
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I hated getting those letters. I had gotten quite a few, usually about something I had said,

rather something I had done. Marie burst into tears whenever she received one, sobbing, “I don’t
believe Mama loves me!” When I tried to tell her that I loved her, all of us loved her, she was the
best sister in the world, and of course Mama and Papa loved her, she wailed, “No, Nastya, they
love you best—Papa calls you Shvibzik, the imp, because you always make him laugh. Tanya is
always so well organized, she’s our Governess, and she’s so close to Mama, she knows how to
keep Mama happy. And Olya—”
“It’s Olya we should feel sorry for,” I interrupted. “You’re sweet-tempered, everyone
loves you even if you don’t believe it, Papa goes on and on about what an angel you are, that you
must have wings hidden somewhere. But poor Olya! Nothing she does pleases Mama—that’s
why they argue.”
Olga was always the quiet one—unless she and Mama were arguing. Mama didn’t call
them “arguments.” Instead, she said, “Olya is having another of her sulks.”

Olga was our best musician. She could play almost anything by ear and sight-read
unfamiliar pieces easily. I practiced as little as possible, but she willingly spent hours in the
music room next to our schoolroom, doing scales and arpeggios and going over a piece until it
was perfect. That was the best time to have a look at her secret diary. I had only to worry about
being caught by Tatiana, but since Tatiana spent most of her free time with Mama, I decided to
risk it.
Ts. S., 13th February 1912
When I played the Chopin nocturne at my lesson yesterday, my teacher said, “If you were
not a grand duchess, you would certainly become known as a fine concert pianist.”
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I think about what she said and wonder if it might be true.
I skipped ahead a few pages and read this:
Ts. S. 19th February 1912
I lose myself in books. English novels like Wuthering Heights, Jane Eyre, and Pride and

Prejudice are my favorites. From them I’ve gained a fair idea of what life is like among ordinary
English people. I probably know Heathcliff and Rochester and Mr. Darcy better than I know
Pavel Voronov. How would Elizabeth Bennet behave, if she were the daughter of the Tsar of
Russia instead of an English country gentleman? My books substitute for a life beyond the
narrow, suffocating restrictions endured by a grand duchess.
Suffocating restrictions? Did Olga feel suffocated?
I put the diary back, reached for Miss Austen’s book, and turned to the first page:
It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune
must be in want of a wife. However little known the feelings or views of such a man may be on
his first entering a neighbourhood, this truth—
“She’s a fine writer, isn’t she?”
I hadn’t heard Olga come in, and I nearly dropped the book. “Oh!” I exclaimed, “I didn’t
think you’d mind if I looked at it.” I’m sure I looked guilty.
“Of course not, Nastya,” she said. “I’m not sure you’d find life in an English country
village of much interest. Maybe when you’re older.”
That sort of remark truly irritated me: Maybe when you’re older. I shut the book and
returned it to her stack of English novels. The diary was certainly more interesting, but it was
more upsetting, too.
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Chapter 3. Aunt Olga – St. Petersburg, Winter 1912

I stared out the window at the swirling snow, thinking about “the narrow, suffocating
restrictions” of life as a grand duchess. Shura, my favorite of all the governesses, bustled in
carrying an armful of clothes.
“Time to get ready for tea,” she reminded me. “Tanya says your mother wants you all to
wear the gray flannel jumpers today.”
She laid out the clothes on my bed, everything needed for the prescribed outfit—jumper,
blouse, belt, stockings, underclothes, shoes.
I took off the dress I’d been wearing and washed my face and hands. Marie waited
outside the bathroom door, urging me to hurry. Shura checked my fingernails for cleanliness and
helped me put on clean stockings and the rose-colored silk blouse and the jumper, a proper outfit
for tea, and inspected my shoes, wiping them with a cloth to be sure they were perfectly clean.
“Shall I brush your hair, or shall you?” Shura asked, taking the barrettes from my long
hair.
“You do it, please, Shura.”
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This was how it was every day, how it had been every day that I could remember. “Will

you be checking my nails and shining my shoes and brushing my hair when I’m married?” I had
once asked her.
“Of course I will, Nastya,” she answered.
“And when I’m an old lady, will you do it then, too?” I couldn’t imagine life without
Shura.
“Even then,” Shura promised.
We always had tea in Mama’s boudoir. Everything in it was a shade of lilac or purple that
Mama called “mauve,” her favorite color. The chairs were covered in flowered chintz, the
curtains were flowered chintz, there were family pictures and religious icons on the walls, and
pretty little objects that she loved covered the tables. The room was filled with flowers from her
greenhouses, and even in the middle of winter the air was alive with their sweet scent. Nowhere
else in the palace were we so comfortable as in the mauve boudoir.
Water was simmering in the gold samovar, and the tea concentrate was ready in a small
teapot balanced on top. Our glasses in their silver holders were lined up. Plates had been set out
on the linen cloth, along with a platter of bread, already buttered. The menu was always the
same: bread, butter, and tea. Alexei was sitting with Mama and playing with a little wind-up
Cossack, marching him back and forth. When Papa arrived, a servant poured tea concentrate into
the glasses, added hot water, and handed them around. After two cups of tea and one slice of
bread and a little conversation about our day, Papa returned to his study. Then we were expected
to find something useful to do until dinner. Mama could not bear to have us idle. I had no talent
for embroidery, as Mama did, but I could knit woolen stockings at top speed.
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Dinner was served at eight. Sometimes we all ate together, but often Mama and Alexei

ate alone, and my sisters and I were with Papa in our family dining room. There were no guests
at dinner. Afterward, we sat around a large table and pasted photographs into our albums or did
needlework, while Alexei played with his toys and Papa read aloud, something pleasantly
soothing, until bedtime. Mama and Papa gave us each a blessing and kissed us, and our
governesses escorted us upstairs to our bedrooms and made sure our teeth were brushed and our
rooms tidy, and they listened to our prayers before we lay down on our camp beds. It was a quiet
life, the way Mama and Papa wanted it.
Mama did not enjoy social evenings with formal dinners and receptions and balls that
went on until dawn. We saw few people, other than my parents’ closest friends—Anya
Vyrubovna, Lili Dehn, Baroness Sophie Buxhoeveden, Dr. Botkin, a few others—and we rarely
had an opportunity to be with other young people. We didn’t even see much of Gleb Botkin and
his sister, even though they lived with their father in a wing of Alexander Palace, and they were
only a little older than I was.
Mama was fond of Gleb, a serious twelve-year-old with unusual green eyes—eyes that
Mama said allowed you to see into the depths of his soul. Gleb wrote poems and drew amusing
pictures to illustrate his stories about talking animals, and he had decided that he would one day
become a priest.
“Does that mean you’ll be a starets and wear dirty clothes and smell like a goat?” I asked
him. I thought Gleb would know that I was joking.
“No, Anastasia Nikolaevna,” he said, his beautiful green eyes glittering with tears, and
his lip trembled. “I shall worship God and pray for you and your family every day of my life.”
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I felt so terrible that I apologized over and over and begged Gleb to forgive me. He said

he had. I think he did, eventually if not just then.
Tatiana Botkina and my sister Tatiana were friends, but not close. “Our lives are too
different,” our Tatiana explained with a shrug. “I suppose it’s hard to be a friend of a grand
duchess.”

Our dear aunt Olga Alexandrovna, Papa’s youngest sister, rescued us, and I have always
been grateful to her. Every Saturday during the winter Aunt Olga, who was also my godmother,
came out from St. Petersburg to Tsarskoe Selo. We watched from our window for the sleigh that
would bring her from the train, arriving at the palace entrance with bells jingling, and for Aunt
Olga to emerge from under the fur robe and hurry into the palace. We ran down to greet her, to
kiss her cold cheeks and help her off with her sable coat and fur-lined boots.
Our aunt spent the day with us, doing whatever we wanted to do, playing piano duets
with us in the music room or teaching us a new dance or applauding a song Alexei had learned
on his balalaika. Sometimes we painted still lifes—bowls of fruit or Mama’s flowers—or we
made sketches of one of the Ethiopian guards who stood stiffly at their posts outside Papa’s
study and Mama’s boudoir, ready to open a door or announce a visitor. Our favorite wasn’t really
an Ethiopian, but a Negro from America named Jim Hercules, who brought us guava jelly from
his visits home to a place called Alabama. Jim gladly posed for us in his crimson trousers, jacket
embroidered in gold, shoes with turned-up toes, and a white turban.
After lunch we went skating on our lake, Aunt Olga skimming over the ice as graceful as
a bird. Papa often joined us. I loved to skate—when I was younger, I roller-skated in the halls of
the palace, although Mama insisted that I must not do that, and on the deck of the Standart. Our
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aunt even went sledding on our ice mountain in the park, tumbling off into the snow and not
seeming to mind at all. We returned to the palace with rosy cheeks and ice crystals sparkling in
Papa’s beard.
Teatime still didn’t vary, of course—that bread-and-butter-only custom seemed to be
carved in stone—but the evening was always livelier when Aunt Olga was there. We all had
cameras and loved to take pictures, and she never failed to comment on the photographs we had
pasted in our albums. When I first got my Kodak Brownie, a man from the camera shop in St.
Petersburg came to Tsarskoe Selo and showed me how to use it. I snapped roll after roll of film,
annoying my sisters by catching them in undignified poses that I hoped might turn out to be
slightly embarrassing. The palace photography staff developed our film and gave us prints, and I
learned to tint them with watercolors.
I would have hated for Saturday to end, except that I knew Sunday would be even better.
After Mass in our chapel Aunt Olga shepherded four excited girls to the imperial train. In St.
Petersburg a sleigh carried us through swirling snow to Anitchkov Palace for luncheon with our
grandmother, Dowager Empress Marie.
Our father’s mother was a lively woman with bright dark eyes and a warm smile. She
didn’t seem old—not like some of the ladies of the court with their wrinkled faces and too much
rouge. Her close friends and relatives called her Minnie, but we’d been taught to call her
“Grandmère Marie,” and she greeted us in French. She asked first after “mon très cher Lyosha,”
and when we had to report, as we often did, that he was not well, murmured, “Quel dommage!
What a pity!”
Then she inquired politely after Mama. “And your mother? Not feeling quite well, as
usual?”
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It was up to Tatiana to explain that Mama was indeed rather tired and begged to be

remembered to Motherdear—that was what our grandmother had asked Mama to call her when
she and Papa were first married. I understood that Grandmère Marie was not fond of Mama, nor
did Mama have much affection for her mother-in-law. Anyone could feel the coolness between
them.
Our luncheon waited for us in the small formal dining room. The table was set with
porcelain so delicate that, if I held a plate up to the light, I could see the shadow of my hand
through it. (I did this only once and was told it was bad manners and I must not do it again.) A
collection of knives, forks, and spoons was lined up on either side of the plate. We didn’t have
this much silver laid out at our lunches at Tsarskoe Selo, but Grandmère Marie believed we had
to know what each piece was for and how to use it expertly.
A uniformed footman stood stiffly behind each chair and served each dish, as if we were
taking part in a solemn ceremony. First came the consommé, followed by little patés, followed
by cold trout that seemed to swim in a kind of quivering jelly. I eyed the jellied fish unhappily
and tried to think of some way to make it disappear from my plate without actually having to eat
it. Grandmère Marie kept a sharp eye on us, and when I failed to use the fish knife correctly,
Grandmère Marie frowned. I received a gentle but firm lecture, and then I had to show that I
understood and, worst of all, had to eat the fish. I made a horrid face that only Marie was meant
to see, but my grandmother noticed that, too.
“No need to behave badly, my dear Anastasia Nikolaevna,” she said, but I knew that I
was her favorite and that she would not be truly angry with me, even if I failed to swallow that
dreadful fish and hid it in my napkin instead.
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During the meal we spoke French as well as we could, but not well enough to satisfy

Grandmère Marie. “My kind regards to Monsieur Gilliard,” she said, “but tell him, s’il vous
plaît, that your command of the past perfect must be improved.”
Once we’d survived our grandmother’s critical lessons and had played something for her
on the piano or recited a poem we’d memorized for the occasion, we kissed her hand, she
embraced us warmly, and sent us off with a cheery order: “Amusez-vous bien, mes chères jeunes
filles!”
After the Sunday luncheon, Aunt Olga usually arranged a lively afternoon party for us at
her home, inviting the sons and daughters of members of the court. She called for the sleigh
drove us to the palace on Sergievskaya Street that Papa had given her. Her husband, Duke Peter
Alexandrovich of Oldenburg, lived at one end of the two-hundred-room mansion, and Olga lived
at the other end. “Petya sends his warmest greetings,” she told us, but we rarely saw him.
Our aunt had an artist’s studio, and it was the first place I wanted to visit. Canvases were
stacked along the wall, some blank, others with paintings of religious icons or landscapes
exploding with color. On the easel was the half-finished painting of a church surrounded by
autumn trees. “I’m not satisfied with the sky,” she admitted. “Something is wrong with the
clouds. I thought the sky was splendid, the clouds exactly right, and I hoped that some day I
would learn to paint as beautifully as my aunt Olga.
She hurried us out of her studio and into her sitting room and instructed us to lie down on
divans and chaises longues and close our eyes. “One hour only!” she said. “This gives your
lunches time to digest, your complexions to regain their glow and your eyes their sparkle.”
Tatiana and Marie promptly drifted off, but Olga’s eyelids quivered and I knew she was
faking. I didn’t bother to pretend. Sundays were too exciting for sleep. When the hour was up—it
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always seemed longer—our aunt rang a little bell, and we rose and changed into the dresses
Mama had sent from Tsarskoe Selo with our maids. Down we went to an elegant salon just as the
guests began to arrive.
Aunt Olga invited lots of young people, the sons and daughters of members of the court.
Some of them were our cousins. Papa’s other sister, Xenia, and her husband, Sandro, had seven
children: one daughter, Irina, who was a close friend of my sister Olga, and six sons. I was not
fond of any of those boys, who were noisy and rough and ill-mannered. Andrei, the eldest, was
seventeen and unbearably arrogant. Feodor, fifteen, apparently never brushed his teeth. Nikita,
who was about to turn fourteen, once accused me of biting him, but that was a lie and typical of
him. The younger three could usually be ignored. Aunt Olga spoke sharply to the boys, and they
settled down.
We began by playing games—my favorite was charades, because I loved to act and I was
good at pantomime. Later we wound up Aunt Olga’s gramophone to hear some music. The party
ended with tea, the kind of tea I loved—platters of blini, tiny pancakes filled with smoked
salmon and cheese; pickled herring on rye toasts; pirozhki, little meat-stuffed pastries; and all
kinds of delicious cakes and sweetmeats. So much more deliciously enjoyable than our breadand-butter teas!
That winter another cousin attended one of Aunt Olga’s Sunday afternoon parties: Dmitri
Pavlovitch, the son of Papa’s uncle Paul. Dmitri was twenty-one, older than most of the other
guests. Dmitri’s mother had died when he was born, and Papa had exiled his father to Paris for
then marrying an unsuitable woman. Dmitri and his older sister, Maria Pavlovna, grew up in the
home of Uncle Sergei and Aunt Ella, who was Mama’s older sister, Elisabeth. After Sergei was
killed by a revolutionary’s bomb, Maria Pavlovna married a Swedish prince and moved to

	
  

35	
  

Stockholm, and Dmitri came to stay in the east wing of Alexander Palace. Papa was very fond of
him—they passed evenings playing billiards in Papa’s study and often went out riding together.
Dmitri was an excellent equestrian, and he planned to represent Russia at the 1913 Summer
Olympics in Sweden, competing in dressage and jumping.
Dmitri flirted with the older girls (Olga and Tatiana, and our cousin Irina) and teased the
younger ones (Marie and me). He put a recording on the gramophone and invited my sister Olga
to dance with him. “Come, Olya, let me teach you the Boston. It’s like the waltz, and I hear it’s
all the rage in America. You’ll be the first girl to do it in St. Petersburg.”
Olga shook her head and blushed. “No, no, it wouldn’t be proper.”
Dmitri turned to me and grabbed my hand. “Then Nastya and I will demonstrate the
Boston,” he announced, and everyone stopped to stare at us. I had never waltzed. Mama said I
wasn’t old enough, and besides, I didn’t much like dancing and I tended to be clumsy. But
Dmitri put his right hand on my waist and grinned at me. The gramophone produced a tinny
waltz tune. “Just follow me,” he said, stepping off. “I promise not to drop you when we dip. Here
we go!”
We went spinning away. It was slower than a waltz, and I not only did not stumble but
felt rather graceful, it was almost like floating—until he tipped me over backwards—that was the
“dip.” I let out a startled squeal. Abruptly the music stopped.
Aunt Olga was glaring at us. “That will be enough, Dmitri,” she said sternly.
“I thought Nastya would find it amusing,” Dmitri said. He was right. I was grinning like a
fool when he bent over my hand and kissed it. “Thank you, Your Imperial Highness,” he said,
without even the hint of a smile.

	
  

36	
  
It was, without question, the best party I had ever been to at Aunt Olga’s. I also believed I

might be a little bit in love with Dmitri. He was the first boy—the first young man—who had
ever paid any attention to me, and that was exciting. And I was the first girl in St. Petersburg to
dance the Boston!
Afterward Tatiana said to me, “I think we’d better not tell Mama anything about this. She
might be upset that Aunt Olga allowed him to dance with you like that.”
“Like what?” I asked with feigned innocence.
“In such an inappropriate way, Nastya! You’re far too young for such dancing. Especially
as a grand duchess. We must always remember that we’re the tsar’s daughters, and our behavior
must be above reproach.”
“She was just having fun, Tanya,” Olga said. “But she won’t do it again—will you,
Nastya?”
I promised I wouldn’t, but secretly I was hoping I’d have the chance. I was sure I’d take
it.
We all wrote about the tea dance at Aunt Olga’s in our diaries. I reported that Dmitri was
going to the Summer Olympics, but I did not mention that we had danced the Boston—in case
someone should read it. Tatiana wrote, “Such a lovely time playing Aunt Olga’s gramophone.”
Marie wrote, “I had a game of dominoes with our cousin Vasili, and he cried when he lost. The
food was delicious.”
And Olga wrote, “Irina was paid a great deal of attention by Dmitri Pavlovich.” But in
her secret diary she wrote something completely different: I thought only of P. and wished he
could have been with me at Aunt Olga’s.
He paid attention to Irina? All the time I’d believed Dmitri was paying attention to me.
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* * * *
On a cold and bitter Sunday in February our aunt announced that there would be no party

that afternoon, but we were not to be disappointed. “My dears, today we are going to the
Passage!”
The Passage was a long arcade under a glass roof on Nevsky Prospect, the main
boulevard in St. Petersburg. On even the grimmest winter day the Passage was brightly lighted.
Crowds of people in fine clothes and others more humbly dressed strolled from one elegant shop
to the next, gazing in the windows at displays of jewelry and furs, leather purses and ladies’ hats
the size of serving trays. As always, a half dozen stony-faced Cossacks in bright blue coats, red
shirts, and tall black fur hats stayed close by us.
“I hate being followed around,” I grumbled. “Now everybody recognizes us. Wouldn’t it
be nice just to wander around without anyone knowing who we are?”
“Being followed around is part of what it means to be a daughter of the Tsar,” Tatiana
said. “You should be used to it by now.”
“I’ll never get used to it,” I said glumly.
Another part of being a grand duchess, I learned, was that we knew very little about
handling money. We each received a monthly allowance of twenty rubles pocket money, from
which we were expected to pay for little gifts for our friends and for our own small wishes. Other
than notepaper and perfume or an occasional scented sachet for a governess, we hardly ever
bought a thing, and never in a shop. We just asked Shura or one of the governesses to order it for
us.
We stopped first at a flower shop. The owner flitted from one end of her shop to the
other, chattering the whole time. “Smell this lovely rose, just coming into bloom! And this
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orchid—have you ever seen one more beautiful, my loves?” I would have bought flowers to take
home for Mama, but it would have taken all four of our entire monthly allowances for even a
small bouquet! I’m sure the flower lady was disappointed when we left without buying anything,
but she would certainly tell her friends and the other shop-keepers that she had received a visit
from the grand duchesses.
“I’d forgotten,” Aunt Olga said as we strolled through the Passage. “You have no idea of
money, do you?” She opened her purse and gave each of us a handful of gold coins with Papa’s
profile on one side and the Romanov double-headed eagle on the other. “Each gold coin is worth
ten rubles,” she explained, and added a warning. “When the shopkeeper recognizes you, he may
try to make a gift to you of some item you’ve admired, but you must not accept it. Insist upon
paying. When you learn the price, hand him a little more than he had asked. You’ll receive
change—silver coins and perhaps a few copper kopeks—but don’t count the change in front of
him. That makes him feel that you believe he may have cheated you. Take the parcel, thank him,
smile, and leave. It’s as simple as that.”
“And that’s how it’s done?” Marie asked, her big blue eyes—“Marie’s saucers,” we
called them—even wider. “Always?”
“Always,” Aunt Olga assured her. “If you’re a poor peasant buying eggs for your
family’s supper, or you’re the tsar ordering a jeweled egg as an Easter gift for the tsaritsa, you
find out the price, and you pay.”
We visited a glove maker’s shop and a perfumery, a shop that sold elegant soaps, another
with hand-painted silk scarves, still another that showed us silk stockings as delicate as spider
webs, and a confectionery. I insisted on stopping at a tobacconist to buy Turkish cigarettes for
Papa, his favorite. We bought and bought, for ourselves and for our favorite servants, and for
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Mama and Papa and our tutors, enthralled with the idea of “shopping.” When we’d run out of
money, as we soon did, our aunt laughed and gave us more. But she made us keep an account of
every ruble, every kopek we spent.
We passed a cinema, a wax museum, and a concert hall where poets were giving readings
of their work, but those had to wait for another visit. When our arms were too full of parcels to
carry any more, we stopped at a coffeehouse and ordered cake. We never had coffee at home—
only tea. “Oh, dearest Aunt Olga,” Marie begged. “Please may we come here again?” She
sported a small mustache of whipped cream from the coffee she didn’t like.
Aunt Olga laughed and promised that we would indeed return to the Passage another
time. “But now I’m sending you back to Tsarskoe Selo. You’re like gamblers who don’t know
when to quit.”

That was our last visit to St. Petersburg that winter. March in Tsarskoe Selo was still
snowy and cold, and the sky was dark and cheerless. There would be no more performances at
the opera house or the ballet in St. Petersburg, no balls or parties. No festive Sunday luncheons at
Grandmère Marie’s Anitchkov Palace, no Sunday afternoon gatherings in Aunt Olga’s salon, no
marvelous shopping trips. The Great Fast was about to begin—seven weeks of doing without
cheese, milk, eggs, meat, and fish, and everything good.
The week before the start of the Great Fast was called Butter Week, seven days of
indulging on all the things we’d be denied, but especially cheese-filled blini swimming in butter.
Mama barely tasted them. Olga and Tatiana enjoyed them, but Marie and I stuffed ourselves,
butter dripping down our chins. Tatiana said, “It’s not a contest, Nastya. You don’t have to prove
how many blini you can eat at one sitting.”
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And then it was over, and there was no sour cream on the borscht, no sausage in the

cabbage soup, no butter on our teatime bread.
But we didn’t mind. In a few days we would board the imperial train and set off for the
journey toward the sunshine and warmth of Livadia, where spring had surely arrived. No one
seemed more excited about going than my sister Olga.
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Chapter 4. Lt. Voronov - Livadia, Spring 1912

The imperial trains—the real one and the dummy—rumbled slowly southward, leaving
winter behind. I played checkers with Alexei. Marie was working on an embroidery project,
Tatiana was organizing something—I’m not sure what—and Olga stared dreamily out the
window, a book open and neglected on her lap. Our tutors emerged from their car every morning
and attempted to give us a lesson, but it was futile. Occasionally the train stopped, we got out
and walked around for a little while, and then we were on our way again.
The first thing I did when we’d arrived in Livadia was to figure out where Olga was
keeping her secret diary. This was important, because soon Lieutenant Voronov would come to
play tennis and stay for tea, and he might even go on excursions with us, and I wanted—
needed—to know what Olga was thinking.
But the secret diary was not among her devotional books, because, except the ones
having to do with the Great Fast and Holy Week, she hadn’t brought them to Livadia. As I was
searching frantically, I noticed among her music books one I’d never seen, a picture of Mozart
framed in gilt on the green moiré silk cover. The diary was wearing a new disguise!
I skimmed through recent entries and found this, written a week earlier:
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Anya Vyroubova will of course go with us to Livadia, along with her collection of

ludicrous hats. I marvel that Mother can put up with it. She wears one of these ghastly
monstrosities for every occasion, even when she and Mother are singing duets together, which
Anya loves to do. Papa always gets up and leaves the room. Who can blame him! Anya’s
soprano vibrato rattles around like a can of dried peas. But I will be glad to have Anya there,
because I won’t have to sit by the hour, keeping Mother company while everyone else is out
enjoying themselves. I know this sounds as though I don’t love her, but whenever it’s my turn to
sit with her, we end up in an argument. Nothing I do seems to please my mother. Anya, on the
other hand, never fails to please her.
This was not at all like what Olga had written just the day before in her “regular” diary,
the one she left lying around for anyone to read:
Anya and Mother entertained us this evening, singing duets.
That was all. Period.

Anya Vyrubova was Mama’s constant companion. She was the one who introduced
Father Grigory to Mama and Papa, and that made her a very important person in our household. I
once asked Aunt Olga if Anya had always been with our family, and my aunt replied, “Not
always, but for a very long time. She managed to have herself appointed one of the empress’s
maids of honor and became her closest friend, although she’s much younger than your mama.”
Here’s what else Aunt Olga told me: Believing every woman should be happily married,
Mama had decided early in their friendship to find Anya a husband. But Anya was very
buxom—that is to say, she was fat—and red-faced and frumpy, and Mama had a hard time
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finding a suitable man for her. (Anya herself had found one, but Mama didn’t approve of him.)
Finally, when Anya was twenty-three, Mama was successful.
Alexander Vyrubov, a naval officer, proposed, Anya accepted, and Mama began to plan
the wedding. Around this time Anya first met Father Grigory and asked him what her marriage
would be like. According to my aunt, he looked deep into her soul with those piercing eyes and
told her, “It will be far from happy.” But Anya couldn’t bear to disappoint Mama, and she
decided this was her destiny. Anya and Vyrubov were married, and as a wedding gift Mama gave
them a little yellow cottage close to Alexander Palace, so that she and Anya could continue
visiting every day.
Father Grigory was right. Anya was unhappy from the start, and a year later the marriage
was dissolved. Anya settled permanently into the yellow cottage, and Mama went there often in
the afternoons, taking one or sometimes all of us with her. Soon Anya was going everywhere
with us—joining us on our summer cruises on the Standart and traveling with us to Livadia, our
summer dacha at Peterhof, and the imperial hunting lodges in Poland. Wherever we went, there
was Anya, keeping Mama company, singing duets.

Our social life at Livadia was much livelier than it ever was at Tsarskoe Selo. People
living on the estates near ours constantly gave parties, or went sailing, or organized elaborate
picnics, and we were invited. Mama sometimes allowed us to go, with Anya or Aunt Olga or one
of our tutors to chaperone. Also, we had lots of guests. There were army regiments stationed
nearby, and their officers sometimes were invited to lunch with us.
Our favorite guest that spring was the Emir of Bukhara. He drove from his palace to ours
in a long line of black carriages drawn by white horses from which emerged his entourage of
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ministers and his personal doctor—this was just for luncheon! The emir was a genial man, very
tall and very fat, with a hearty laugh, and he arrived dressed in a brilliantly colored robe
embroidered with gold and a white turban glittering with diamonds and rubies. He presented us
all with the most extravagant gifts—Aunt Olga received an enormous gold necklace with tassels
of rubies. She couldn’t get over that.
The emir was accompanied by his translator, the only man in the entourage who did not
have a beard dyed bright red and was not wearing embroidered robes. Bukhara, a small,
mountainous region in Central Asia, was a protectorate of Russia. The emir had been educated in
St. Petersburg and spoke Russian as well as anyone, but a Bukharan rule forbade him to speak in
any but his own language to another sovereign. This complicated things. He would say
something in his Persian dialect, his translator would repeat it to Papa in Russian, Papa would
reply, and the translator would repeat the reply to the emir in Persian. Back and forth it went, and
since the emir liked to tell jokes, it took a long time to get to the laughter.
Mama and Alexei usually avoided the luncheons and ate in Mama’s
, but Alexei didn’t want to miss the luncheon with the fascinating emir who gave such
wonderful presents. When the conversation in two languages went on too long, Alexei got bored.
When Alexei was bored, he was a spoiled brat. We adored him, he was our pet, our Baby, but he
could be quite embarrassing. The only one he really listened to was Papa, and often Papa was too
engrossed in a conversation to notice.
Alexei was sitting by Olga, but slouching in his chair, toying with the food on his plate,
eating with his fingers, and finally—this was the last straw—picking up his plate and licking it.
Papa turned away deliberately, saying nothing, concentrating on the emir’s translator. Olga
murmured quietly, “Lyosha, please behave like a gentleman!”
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“I’m not a gentleman, I’m the tsarevich, and I can do whatever I please!” he shouted.
Mama, sitting across the table, scowled—not at Alexei, but at Olga. “Olga, why are you

not paying attention to your brother? It’s your duty as his eldest sister to speak to him, to make
sure that he doesn’t embarrass himself, or his father or me.”
My sister stared at Mama, open-mouthed. “My duty, Mother?” she said, and she did say it
too loudly. “And what about the embarrassment he causes the rest of us, his sisters?”
Now it was Mama’s turn to stare, for Olga jumped up from her chair. “I beg to be
excused,” she murmured and hurried out of the pavilion.
I felt terrible for Olga, and I could guess what would happen next. Mama would write her
another of those dreaded letters. I was sure Olga felt guilty. Alexei could be charming, but he
could also behave badly, and he was allowed to get away with it because for several reasons: he
was the youngest, he was a boy, he would be the next Tsar of All the Russias, after Papa, and—
this was most important—he suffered from a terrible, incurable illness that caused him great pain
and placed a great burden on Mama, and on Papa as well.
Later, I found the letter tucked in Olga’s secret diary: You must be an example of what a
good, obedient girlie ought to be. You are the eldest, and you must always do your best to show
the others how to behave. I count on you to think of every word you say and everything you do. I
expect you to be responsible for Baby’s behavior. That is your duty. Above all, learn to love God
with all the force of your soul. Remember He sees and hears everything.
I refolded the letter and put it back exactly where I’d found it. Poor Olga! I was glad that
nobody expected me to be perfect, or anything other than what I was. I was the Shvibzik!
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This was the first Easter we celebrated in the our palace at Livadia. As midnight

approached, our entire household filled the chapel, holding lighted candles. Everyone was quiet,
so quiet I could hear my heart beating. At exactly twelve o’clock the doors swung open, and with
Papa and Mama in the lead we followed the priest out into the clear night air, a solemn
procession in search of the Christ. We circled the palace and returned to the chapel, and when we
reached the doors again, the priest turned to us and shouted, “Christ is risen!” We shouted back
joyfully, “He is risen indeed!” Bells began to ring, and we entered the chapel among clouds of
incense ascending toward heaven and the men’s choir singing the ancient Easter liturgy.
This same scene was being re-enacted all across Russia, in every great cathedral and
humble country church, exactly the way it was every year. Mama always wept at this moment,
overcome with emotion. Papa smiled at her. He, too, had tears in his eyes.
After the long service finally ended—we stood through it all—we crossed the courtyard
to the palace. Everyone in the household came to receive the traditional three kisses from their
tsar and tsaritsa, and the feasting began. Tables were groaning with all the delicious dishes we’d
been denied for the seven weeks of the Great Fast. At the center was an enormous paskha, made
of farmer’s cheese, raisins, and almonds and molded into a kind of topless pyramid decorated
with the letters XB that stand for “Christ is Risen.” Bowls of red-dyed eggs and tall cylinders of
kulich, a sweet bread, surrounded the paskha.
The bakers had also made dozens of miniature kulich, and on the Monday after Easter
children from the village of Yalta and the nearby farms came to Livadia, and my sisters and I
handed out miniature kulichi made by our bakers. The little boys bowed and the little girls
curtsied, and they kissed our hands. Marie, who always adored children, was in heaven.
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Members of the Imperial Guard and the court were given elegantly decorated eggs. On

Saturday my sisters and I had watched women from Yalta at work on these eggs, first poking a
small hole in each end of the egg and blowing the contents into a bowl and then painstakingly
painting the traditional patterns on the fragile shells, their pots of paint and fine brushes lined up
in front of them. One old woman dyed eggs with onionskins and then glued bits of straw to the
shell in delicate patterns. Another woman offered to teach us how to paint the eggs with designs,
and we made them for Papa and Mama. I honestly believed mine were the best, because I was
the most artistic one in the family.
Every year Papa ordered Fabergé, the court jeweler, to create special “eggs” for Mama
and Grandmère. This tradition had begun with my grandfather, who’d ordered a jeweled egg for
my grandmother every year until he died. Papa continued the tradition, making a little ceremony
of presenting Mama with hers. Each exquisite “egg” opened somehow to reveal a surprise inside.
Papa never knew ahead of time what it would look like, or what was hidden inside.
One year, before I was born, Monsieur Fabergé created the Great Siberian Railway Easter
Egg. The route of the railway across Russia from Moscow to Vladivostok was outlined in silver
on the surface of the enameled egg. Inside was a scale model of the train, only a foot long. The
locomotive, made of gold and platinum with a ruby for a headlight, pulled five cars, accurate to
the tiniest detail. We loved all of Fabergé’s fabulous Easter eggs, but that was a favorite, and it
was hard to surpass.
The egg Papa gave Mama that year in Livadia was enameled in blue, overlaid with the
Romanov crest, the double-headed eagle, in gold. When you pressed a little button, the egg
opened to reveal a miniature portrait of Alexei in a frame studded with diamonds and a tiny
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crown, orb, and scepter. Monsieur Fabergé called it the “Tsarevich Egg.” It wasn’t as exciting as
the Great Siberian Railway, but it was beautiful and Mama adored it.

On a fine sunny day soon after Easter, Olga and Tatiana made plans for a motorcar
excursion through the mountains to a waterfall, stopping by the road for a picnic. Kharitonov and
his assistants packed wicker baskets of food and drink with all the linens, silver, and crystal
goblets we’d need. Several officers of the Standart, including Lieutenant Voronov, were invited.
Aunt Olga and Monsieur Gilliard, our French tutor, volunteered to chaperone. Mama declined to
go, but Papa was agreeable, as always. The plan was to form a caravan of motorcars to drive to
an agreeable stop. Servants would prepare the picnic while we climbed to the falls.
Olga was almost giddy with excitement when we set out in mid-morning in a light fog.
By the time we reached the stopping point, the fog had lifted. Papa and Aunt Olga found a
suitable clearing not far from the motorcars for the picnic. We started up the dirt path through the
pines. Papa led the way, always walking much faster than the rest of us. The sound of the falls
became louder as we climbed. Olga, usually as agile as a cat, seemed to need help getting over
certain rocky parts of the path and lagged behind. Fortunately, Lieutenant Voronov was there to
offer his hand! Marie and I gathered handfuls of pink and white wildflowers just coming into
bloom, and I took advantage of these brief pauses to glance back at the laggards. Olga frowned
when she caught me looking.
By the time we’d caught up to Papa and whoever had managed to keep up with him, we
were out of breath and ready for a rest, but they had finished smoking their cigarettes and were
ready to start off again. Gilliard had his camera ready when we reached the roaring falls—he was
an excellent photographer—the spray capturing rainbows in the sunlight, and snapped pictures of
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us balanced on the rocks with the falls in the background. Olga required even more assistance
from the lieutenant when we started down again.
The servants had prepared a fire, threaded cubes of lamb on green sticks, and roasted the
shashliki over the hot coals. One of Papa’s friends, General Smolski, Lili Dehn’s father, had an
estate near Yalta and met us in the grove of trees with a hamper full of wine from his vineyard.
Out of the wicker baskets came vegetable salads, dumplings stuffed with mushrooms, and slabs
of black bread spread with fresh cheese. I was ravenous, as usual; Marie, too. Olga didn’t sit with
Voronov—that would have been too obvious—but she could hardly take her eyes off him, and
she barely touched her food.
The men’s conversation turned to politics, as it often did. I watched Olga watching Pavel
Voronov, who was listening to the talk when he wasn’t gazing back at Olga. Commodore von
Dehn, Lili’s husband, asked if they’d heard any more news of the strikes that were spreading
across Russia, workers walking off their jobs.
“And who knows just whom some crazed anarchist will target next!” General Smolski
grumbled. “I do hope, Nicholas Alexandrovich, that you are doing everything possible to protect
yourself and your family.”
“I have an excellent security guard,” Papa said mildly. “The best in the world.”
“Nevertheless, one must take every precaution. These are dangerous times.”
Aunt Olga, who had been listening silently, suddenly joined the conversation. “It isn’t
just the workers and anarchists we must be afraid of,” she told them. “I’m acquainted with a
cavalry officer who says he’s observed rising unrest among the peasants as well.”
“I don’t fear the peasants,” the count said. “I treat mine well. They’re devoted to me.”
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“You’ll see,” Papa said. “Next year we’re planning to celebrate three hundred years of

Romanov rule. I expect a demonstration of loyalty to the crown as it’s never been seen before.”
Aunt Olga sighed. “I hope you’re right, Nicky.”
Late in the afternoon as we were climbing into the motorcars for the drive back to
Livadia, Papa announced, “Next time, we’ll ride horses to the falls!” Everyone but me seemed to
think that was a fine idea. I was not an especially talented equestrienne. I felt that horses had
taken a dislike to me.
I was sure Olga would try to arrange it so that she rode in the same motorcar as Pavel, but
it didn’t work out that way. I knew she was disappointed, but that would have been too much to
hope for. But she was glad to hear that he would stop at Livadia for tea.
Admiral Chagin of the Standart was waiting with Mama. He bowed and kissed Papa’s
hand.
“Your Imperial Majesty, I regret to bring very sad news,” the admiral said. “I’ve received
a telegram that the British luxury liner Titanic, four days out of Southampton on her maiden
voyage, struck an iceberg in the North Sea just before midnight Sunday. She sank in less than
three hours. The loss of life is believed to be great. Of the more than two thousand aboard, well
over half have been lost.”
“But she was believed to be unsinkable!” Papa said in a shocked voice. “It’s difficult to
grasp what has happened.” Then he said that we must all pray for the souls of those who had lost
their lives.
The tea was brought, and the conversation continued about the tragedy—how it could
have happened, what ship had answered the SOS and picked up the survivors in lifeboats, what
was known of the captain.
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Anya, who had been listening in silence, said suddenly, “How terrifying that must have

been! Like the time several summers ago when the Standart struck a rock while we were at tea!”
I remembered that very well, although I was only six at the time, and how frightened I
was—it had felt as though we’d smashed into something. There was an awful noise, teacups and
teapot and plates flew through the air, and alarm bells sounded, a horrible racket that made us
even more frightened. The crew immediately lowered the lifeboats, helping us into them—
Derevenko carrying Alexei, other sailors looking after Mama and us girls, Papa staying as calm
as could be. We were taken to another ship and waited to find out what had happened. Mama
was terribly upset, and although Papa pretended he was not, he did seem short-tempered, and that
was unusual for him.
“I really thought it might have been an assassination attempt,” Papa said now. “Of course
it turned out to be nothing of the kind. A submerged rock tore a hole in the hull.”
“As the iceberg did to the Titanic,” Mama said. “Imagine the terror of those people.”
We were quiet again. There seemed to be nothing more to say. Papa asked Admiral
Chagin to bring any further news of the fate of the passengers of the Titanic, and he and the other
officers took their leave and were driven back to the Standart.
I wondered what Olga would write in her secret diary that night, and the next day I found
out:
An excursion today to a beautiful waterfall, hiking up a steep and rocky trail that
required dear Pavel’s assistance. He took my hand and even squeezed it several times. He is so
handsome, so intelligent and kind! I was VERY bold and suggested that we might slip away for a
few minutes after tea when the others were discussing politics or whatever it is they talk about
and look at the new gardens just coming into bloom. It would have given us a few minutes to talk
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privately but would not have been improper, though Mother might have thought it was. But no—
Chagin was here with awful news about an English passenger ship that sank, so many dead, and
it was so sad and depressing that the tea ended more like a funeral. It was a very great tragedy
and I pity the victims, but I’m sad that I did not have even one moment alone with him all day! I
tell myself that we will be here in Livadia for another month, and perhaps something good will
happen in that time.
We celebrated Tatiana’s fifteenth birthday on the twenty-ninth of May with a luncheon in
the pavilion. Lots of our neighbors were invited. I was hoping that the Emir of Bukhara might
also come, but he did not. Then there was a rush to pack up and take the train back to Tsarskoe
Selo. I watched Olga closely, but unless she was cleverer than I think she was, she never did get
that moment alone with Pavel Voronov that she yearned for.
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Chapter 5. On the Sea and in the Forest, Summer and Fall 1912

For a few weeks in Tsarskoe Selo, Papa was busy with official duties. After peasant
uprisings years earlier, he had allowed the creation of an elected assembly, called the Duma, and
a prime minister that would take part in governing Russia. Even though he permitted it, Papa
hated the whole idea. He believed that as tsar he was the appointed representative of God in
Russia—the autocrat, the emperor, the Batiushka, father of all the Russian people. He and
nobody else must rule. Now the men of the Duma wanted to meet with him to discuss certain
matters.
“I want nothing like the Parliament the English have,” he told Mama. “I don’t see how
my cousin George can possibly rule as king of England with Parliament constantly interfering.”
Mama completely agreed with him, but the prime minister finally persuaded Papa to meet
with the members. He was so busy with his meetings that my eleventh birthday was almost
ignored—just a luncheon for the family. Grandmère Marie came from St. Petersburg, but I
noticed that she and Mama didn’t have much to say to each other. Nothing had changed there.
At last his duties were finished, Papa gave a speech to the assembly as he had been asked,
and at the end of June we boarded the Standart for our summer cruise in the Baltic Sea. First we
sailed to meet Papa’s cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany, on his yacht, the Hohenzollern. After
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Papa and Cousin Willy had a long talk together, the rest of the family—except for Mama, who
was feeling tired and ill—went over to the German yacht. The Hohenzollern was a little smaller
than the Standart but larger than our other yacht, the Alexandria, that we used in places where
the water was not deep enough. He actually told Papa that he’d be happy to get the Standart as a
gift, and Papa laughed as though Cousin Willy was joking. But I didn’t think he was joking—I
thought he really meant it. It wasn’t always possible to tell if he was serious or not.
Cousin Willy had pale gray eyes—cold as ice, I thought—a loud voice, a barking laugh,
and an amazing mustache, turned up at the ends like the handlebars on a bicycle. Papa told us
that a barber went every morning to Kaiser Wilhelm’s dressing room and waxed his mustache to
make the ends stand up properly. I couldn’t help staring at it—rudely, Tatiana said later.
“It’s not polite to stare!” Tatiana scolded.
“But Cousin Willy wants to be stared at,” I said. “Why else would he have a mustache
like that if he didn’t?”
I did know better than to stare at his left arm, which was small and undeveloped, and he
had his jackets designed with a special pocket so he could hide it. The conversation was odd,
because Cousin Willy spoke German to Papa, Papa answered in French, and they both spoke
English to the rest of us.
Cousin Willy joked with me, telling me that he thought every day should be celebrated as
his birthday. “Then you must be very old indeed, Cousin Willy!” I said, and that made him
laugh.
After dinner he handed out gifts to each of us: silver dresser sets for Olga and Tatiana,
beautifully dressed porcelain dolls (as though we were children!) for Marie and me, and a
miniature of the Hohenzollern for Alexei. Then we had to watch a boring film showing Kaiser
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Wilhelm, dressed in tall black boots, a white cloak, and a helmet with a fierce-looking spike on
top, marching back and forth in front of a regiment standing at attention, Kaiser Wilhelm on a
battleship with sailors standing at attention, and Kaiser Wilhelm in a very large motorcar.
Marie and I were falling asleep as our launch was taking us back to the Standart, but
when I heard Olga whisper to Tatiana, “Can you imagine, Cousin Willy once courted Aunt
Ella!” I was suddenly wide awake. Aunt Ella was Mama’s older sister Elisabeth. “He used to
send her love poems when he was a student.”
“Ugh!” Tatiana said. “He’s a pig! How could she even bear to be around him?”
“She couldn’t! She told me that,” Olga said. “He was so insulted when she rejected him
that he vowed to marry some other princess as soon as he could.”
I loved this kind of gossip, and I scrambled to sit closer to my older sisters. “So did he?” I
asked.
“He did,” Tatiana said. “A German girl, even though his family said she was a nobody.
And Aunt Ella married Papa’s uncle, Grand Duke Sergei.”
“Then a revolutionary threw a bomb, and Uncle Sergei was blown to bits. You were only
three when that happened, Nastya. You wouldn’t remember. After that, Aunt Ella became a nun
and founded the Convent of Mary and Martha in St. Petersburg.”
I hated it when Olga and Tatiana talked about things that I was too young to remember.
But I would learn that there were some bad things that it was better not to remember.

For the rest of the summer we cruised near the coast of Finland, dropping anchor in a
small bay we’d named the Bay of Standart. There was one particular island where we went for
hikes and had picnics on the beach, Alexei played in the sand, and Papa swam in the icy water
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and played tennis on the court he’d had built. Mama stayed on the Standart, reading and
embroidering and chatting with Anya. A few times she was taken ashore and made comfortable
in a shady spot, and she carried on with her reading and embroidering and chatting with Anya.
Late in July Grandmère Marie arrived on her yacht, the Polar Star, for the celebration of
her name’s day. She and Mama politely ignored each other, but the rest of us were happy to see
her, glad of an excuse for a party. The balalaika orchestra played, and we danced the mazurka
and the polonaise on the deck with the ship’s officers as our partners. Olga tried not to show just
how happy she was.
She finally got what she had wanted all along: Lieutenant Voronov kissed her! I, naughty
child that I was at age eleven, had made it my mission that summer to spy on them. Olga must
have known what I was doing and simply decided to ignore me, thinking I would tire of the
game. Generally I didn’t like being ignored, but in this case it served my purpose. I was lurking
in the shadows by one of the great funnels when her big moment came.
All the proof I needed was recorded in one brief sentence in her secret diary:
P. kissed me. Not once, but three times. Oh, what joy!
I had witnessed only a single kiss! When and where, I wondered, were the other two?

That summer Papa and Mama traveled to Moscow for the hundredth anniversary
celebration of a great battle, and we children were left at home in Tsarskoe Selo to annoy our
tutors. Olga moped, because her happy days of kissing Pavel were over for the season, probably
until Livadia.
Counting the days when I’ll see P. again. Sometimes I feel so miserable, surrounded by
people, never really alone, but lonely! I think Mother has some notion of my feelings for P.,
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though she has not said anything. It’s possible that A. saw us together, but I don’t think she’ll
tattle. I dread Bialowieza and Spala in the fall—such gloomy places, and the weather is sure to
be rotten! But Papa loves them, and so we’ll go.
I can’t get rid of the feeling that something terrible is going to happen. What is it?
“A.” of course referred to me, and Olga was right—I wouldn’t tell Mama what I saw.
Why would I? But I didn’t understand why Olga felt so lonely. Or why she believed something
bad was going to happen. Alexei had a disease we were not allowed to talk about and something
bad could happen to him at any time, but, other than that, it seemed to me our life was almost
perfect.
When Papa and Mama came back from Moscow, we went by train to Bialowieza in
Poland, to our hunting lodge with turrets and steep roofs that looked like something from a fairy
tale. Mama scratched the date of our family’s arrival with a diamond on a balcony window: 1
September 1912. The last date she’d marked was in 1903, the summer before Alexei was born,
and I was only two. My sisters and I were absolutely terrified of the huge, shaggy stuffed beasts
that loomed in the entry hall and the stuffed heads with murderous tusks we had to pass every
time we climbed the stairs to our bedrooms.
Those frightening beasts were aurochses, long-horned wild oxen that had become almost
extinct. Papa said there used to be countless bears and wolves and even lions in that forest, until
our grandfather had them killed off in order to protect the aurochs. The idea was to bring it back
from the brink of extinction so that he and his friends could hunt it—and, I guess, stuff it and put
it in the entryway to scare his grandchildren. Now there were lots of them roaming in the forest,
and they were known to be extremely dangerous. I hoped I would never see a live one.
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It rained almost every day in Bialowieza, but that didn’t stop my sisters and me from

going into the forest with Papa on horseback and hunting, not for an aurochs, but for mushrooms.
Alexei couldn’t go on these excursions with us, because the doctors would not allow him to risk
injuring himself. His sailor-attendant Derevenko tried to find safe ways to keep him entertained,
but the precautions didn’t always work. One day while we were in the forest with Papa, Alexei
was fooling around and hit himself on something. When we got back from our ride, we learned
that the bleeding inside his body had begun. It hurt badly, and Alexei was suffering. Mama and
Papa pretended nothing was wrong, as they always did, but anyone could see they were worried.
Dr. Botkin made Alexei stay in bed and rest—the only treatment he knew. Alexei hated
that, especially when the rest of us were out enjoying ourselves, and so one of us always took a
turn staying with him. After a week Dr. Botkin decided he was well enough to be moved, and we
left Bialowieza for Spala, where the Polish kings used to hunt before Poland became part of
Russia.
The royal lodge at Spala was dark and gloomy, and it always felt damp and smelled
moldy. The hallways were narrow, and the rooms were small and cramped. The electric lights
burned all the time. This was my least favorite of all the places we stayed, but Papa loved to
hunt—not for mushrooms, but for stags. He and his guests, Polish noblemen whose names I
could not pronounce, went out hunting every day. From early morning we could hear the stags
bellowing. In the evening the corpses of the deer the men had killed were laid out on the lawn
with greenery woven in their antlers. Between zakuski and dinner, the noblemen dressed in their
belted greatcoats and tall fur hats and the ladies wrapped in cloaks and furs—all except Mama—
went out to admire the poor dead beasts by torchlight.
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At Spala Alexei seemed to be getting better—so much better that Mama, thinking he

needed to get out of the dismal lodge and into fresh air, took him for a carriage ride with Anya.
The bumping of the carriage over the rutted roads made the bleeding begin again, and Alexei had
to be put back to bed. The pain must have been terrible. Dr. Botkin did what he could, but
nothing eased his suffering. Papa sent to St. Petersburg for another doctor who might be able to
help—Dr. Vladimir Derevenko. While we waited for him to come, Papa reminded us, “We must
keep on acting as normally as possible. There is nothing we can do until the doctors arrive, and
Alexei’s condition must not become public.”
To distract our parents and entertain their friends, Marie and I decided to put on a play.
With Monsieur Gilliard’s coaching, we rehearsed two scenes from Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme,
“The Middle-Class Gentleman,” by the French playwright Molière. In one scene Marie played
the part of the daughter of the man who wants to be recognized as a gentleman, and I took the
role of Cléonte, the man she loves, but her father refuses to let her marry him because he’s only a
commoner. In the other scene, Marie played the father, but when Cléonte appears in disguise,
passing himself off as the son of the Sultan of Turkey, the father approves the marriage. I loved
being the Turkish prince in a turban, and I enjoyed watching Olga’s face turning very pink at the
idea of a girl in love with a man beneath her station—almost like a grand duchess in love with a
naval officer.
We had a lively audience that evening for our little theatrics, and no one would have
guessed from looking at Mama as she chatted with her guests that she was worried sick about
Alexei. His pain got much worse, his fever soared, and he was delirious. You could hear Alexei’s
pitiful cries and heartrending moans even through closed doors. For days after our performance
Mama never left Alexei’s side, sometimes sleeping a little on the sofa next to his bed. Papa
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stayed with him, too, but I once saw him rush out of Alexei’s room, weeping. It was hard for all
of us to bear.
My sisters and I had no idea what to do. It seemed so odd—Mama and Papa were afraid
Alexei might die, they were nearly mad with worry and grief, and yet the hunting lodge bustled
with invited guests who laughed and talked while helping themselves to caviar passed by liveried
servants while other servants kept the champagne glasses filled.
Finally, the new doctor, along with Dr. Botkin, convinced Papa and Mama to inform the
Russian people that their beloved tsarevich was gravely ill. My parents accepted this advice and
sent out a notice to the newspapers. Soon all of Russia was praying for Alexei. Papa ordered a
large tent to be set up in the garden at Spala to serve as a chapel, and it was soon crowded night
and day with Polish peasants from nearby villages as well as Cossacks and soldiers and our
household servants—all praying for Alexei’s recovery. OTMA, too, cried and prayed and cried
some more. The priest gave Alexei the last sacrament. I was sure my brother would not survive.
Alexei was going to die.
But I was wrong. Mama had sent a telegram to Father Grigory, who was at his home in
Siberia, and begged him to pray for Alexei. Then came a reply.
We were with Mama when she received Father Grigory’s telegram, and I saw the change
come over her as she read it. She no longer looked stricken. She was calm now, and she sounded
hopeful when she read his message aloud to us: God has seen your tears and heard your prayers.
The illness is not dangerous. The Little One will not die. Do not let the doctors bother him too
much.
“You see?” she asked. “Baby will not die! Father Grigory says so. We must have faith!”
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The next morning she was smiling as she told us, “The doctors don’t see that Baby is

better, but they’re wrong. He is certainly no worse, and I believe he may have turned the corner.”
Slowly, slowly, Alexei began to improve. The doctors couldn’t explain it, but Mama
could: it was all because of Father Grigory and his prayers. Nobody could possibly disagree with
her. From far away Siberia Father Grigory had performed a miracle. He had saved my brother’s
life. Alexei wasn’t in mortal danger now, but he was very weak and tired, and so was Mama.
We stayed another month at Spala while Alexei recovered. Kharitonov outdid himself
preparing tempting dishes to coax him to eat, and little by little he regained some of the weight
he had lost. Bit by bit Mama got her strength back. The rest of us followed our usual routines—
French lessons with Monsieur Gilliard, English lessons with Mr. Gibbes, Russian with Pyotr
Petrov, held in one of the few rooms at Spala that allowed a little daylight to leak in for an hour
or two each day. Papa hunted with his Polish friends and played tennis with the army officers.
Olga pined for her lieutenant.
I was nearly ready to die of boredom when we learned of a family scandal. Papa got a
telegram from his brother Mikhail—our Uncle Misha—announcing that he had married Natalia
Brassova. This was after Mikhail had made a solemn promise to Papa not to marry her.
Anya Vyrubova, who loved gossip, gladly told us all about it. “A completely unsuitable
woman!” Anya announced gleefully. “Twice divorced! Everybody says Brassova is beautiful and
dresses very stylishly, but she’s had two husbands! She was still married to the second one when
she took up with Grand Duke Mikhail. He asked your papa for permission to marry her, but of
course the tsar couldn’t allow that—it would have been scandalous!” Anya lowered her voice to
a hoarse whisper. “They even have a child together, I hear, a little boy.” She paused to let us
consider that shocking bit. “Then, when your darling brother was so terribly, terribly ill, they ran
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off to Vienna and were secretly married. Only after the deed was done did they inform your poor
papa. What could he do? Why, he banished them, of course! The grand duke is forbidden ever to
return to Russia!”
We sisters looked at each other. Tatiana agreed that it was shameful. “Papa had no choice
but to forbid them to marry. And I think it was very selfish of Uncle Misha to go against Papa’s
wishes and break his promise.”
“But they’re in love!” Olga protested. “It would be too cruel not to allow people who
love each other to marry, just because she’s not appropriate—whatever that means.”
“One must always obey the tsar’s wishes,” Anya said piously. “And I hate to think what
your grandmother has to say about it.”
I thought I knew exactly what she’d say. “ ‘It should have remained a secret,’ ” I said,
mimicking Grandmère Marie’s haughtiest tone. “ ‘I shan’t be able to show my face in public.’”
My sisters stared at me, and then burst out laughing. Anya, though, pursed her lips. “I do
not find that at all amusing, Anastasia Nikolaevna,” she said.

Normally at this time of year we would have been in Livadia, but because of Alexei’s
condition, those plans were cancelled. We would stay at Spala until the crisis was over, return
home to Tsarskoe Selo for the winter, and then go to Livadia for Easter, as usual.
Olga had been looking forward to celebrating her seventeenth birthday at our palace by
the sea—and with a certain lieutenant coming nearly every day for tennis and no doubt more
stolen kisses. Instead, Mama decided, we would have a small dinner for her at Spala with the
family and a few friends—Anya, Dr. Botkin, our tutors, and others who were close to us. Olga
tried not to look disappointed. We all were, but no one protested. We would make the best of it.
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We had dressed and gone down to the small anteroom for zakuski when Marie paused,

head cocked, and asked, “Nastya, do you hear music? Coming from somewhere outside?”
We slipped away from the anteroom and went to peer out through the narrow windows in
the entrance. It had been snowing off and on all day, wet, heavy flakes. A small crowd, some
carrying torches, had gathered on the lawn, and, surrounded by our Cossack guards, they were
singing. I stayed to listen while Marie went to find Papa.
A footman had gotten to Papa first, and he and Marie came to peer out of the window at
the singers. “It seems that some of our neighbors heard that it’s the birthday of the grand
duchess, and they’ve come to offer greetings to Olya. These are the same people who came here
to pray for the tsarevich’s recovery. I’ve invited them to join us.”
The front door opened, and the neighbors—peasants from nearby farms and villages—
crowded into the entrance hall, stomping the snow from their boots. Some were carrying
balalaikas and other stringed instruments, and there was even an accordion.
The entrance hall couldn’t hold them all, and Papa suggested that everyone move into the
dining room, which was now set for dinner. A small raised platform at one end could be used as
a stage, and after a hurried discussion among themselves a dozen musicians climbed up and
began to play. Several others performed a lively dance while the “audience” clapped in rhythm.
The hearty singing resumed. Mama, who was frowning at first, actually seemed to be smiling.
The sailor Derevenko stood nearby holding Alexei, pale and very thin and still not able to
stand on his own. The musicians saluted him and presented him with a handsome balalaika
they’d made especially for him. One of the singers, an elderly woman with a gap-toothed grin,
stepped forward and gave Olga with a white linen shawl embroidered all over with pale yellow
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flowers. One of their party who spoke Russian explained that it was to be worn at her wedding,
and that made her blush.
Our Polish guests produced bottles of plum brandy, a gift for Papa, who proposed the
first toast, "Na zdrowia!" which is “To your health!” in Polish, and then everyone began drinking
toasts, tossing back glasses of the strong spirits and shouting, "Na zdrowia!” Meanwhile, Mama
had sent a message to the kitchen, and soon servants were passing platters of pierogi—little
pastries stuffed with wild mushrooms or farmer’s cheese.
Nothing like this happened at Tsarskoe Selo. It was great fun, much more fun that it
would have been at the usual stuffy dinner, with the ladies making curtseys so low you’d think
they’d fall over, and the gentlemen bowing down almost double. Alexei, who only a short time
earlier had been on the verge of dying, was laughing and making everyone cheer—even Mama—
when he played a tune on his new balalaika.
Things did get a little out of hand. Our unexpected guests began dancing, first with each
other, and then—strictly against all the rules—they asked my sisters and me to join them, not
knowing that only under certain special circumstances were men allowed to invite grand
duchesses to dance.
I saw Mama frowning and shaking her head and looking to Papa to put a stop to this
improper nonsense, but Olga, usually so reserved, was skipping merrily around the dining room
in the arms of a tall, bearded peasant as though she’d been practicing for just this moment. It
didn’t take long for Marie and me to have partners as well, young boys with pink cheeks. Only
Tatiana held back, shaking her head, until an older man with a gray-streaked beard stepped
forward and swept her away, too.
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I loved swirling past the members of the imperial suite, the noble ladies and gentlemen

who traveled with us, and seeing how aghast they looked, as though they smelled something
slightly off. Papa, standing to one side with an amused smile, signaled the leader of the group
when he must have felt it had gone on long enough, and the music and clapping stopped. Papa
thanked everyone, our visitors bowed again, quietly gathered their cloaks, and filed out into the
snowy night.
I thought it was the best party we’d ever had. Mama complained that these guests were
not particularly clean and their manners were rough. I did not mention that they were a lot like
Father Grigory.

It was time to go home. We wanted to be at Tsarskoe Selo for Christmas.
Mama ordered the road from the hunting lodge to the train station in Spalato be made
smooth as glass, to make sure nothing would jolt Alexei. Our train, which always traveled
slowly, now went even more slowly. The new doctor, Vladimir Derevenko, was with him every
mile of the journey. Dr. Derevenko would now be responsible for Alexei’s care, moving with his
family into Alexander Palace, while Dr. Botkin continued to look after the rest of us.
The first person Mama wanted to see when we were back at Tsarskoe Selo was Father
Grigory.
And the first person Olga wanted to see was Lieutenant Voronov. She had not seen him
since summer on the Baltic, and there had been no visit to Livadia.
Mama got her wish, of course. Olga did not.
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Chapter 6. Heartache and Celebration, Winter and Spring 1913

New Year, 1913. I have not seen P. since August. I dared to send him a letter, writing it
over and over in my head before setting it down on paper, and then tearing up the paper and
burning the pieces before I was satisfied with the result. I thought hard about whom I could trust
to deliver it. It would be terrible if it were to fall into the wrong hands. Now I die a thousand
times waiting for a reply, praying for it. Suppose it was found out that we are in love—such
yearning I feel in my heart, the ache of wanting to be near him, even for just a moment.
I saw how upset Father was with Uncle Misha and the lady he secretly married. I heard
Father discussing it with Aunt Olga, who seems to be at least somewhat sympathetic to our
uncle. “Oh, you know what Mother says!” I heard Aunt Olga say, meaning Grandmère Marie.
“She says it’s so unspeakably awful, it has completely killed her, and she won’t be able to show
herself, because it’s such a disgrace.” Then she added, “At least Misha is married to a woman
he loves. He wasn’t forced to marry someone for whom he has no love at all—as I was!”
I have long suspected that she doesn’t love Uncle Petya. I’m afraid that I will someday
have to marry someone I don’t love. All I can think of is my darling Pavel.
I read this several times. There were things going on that I did not understand—I was not
yet twelve, and many things were not spoken of—certainly not with Mama, and not with my
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older sisters. Marie knew no more than I did, I was sure of that, but she wasn’t as curious. She
didn’t seem to think it was strange that we never saw Uncle Petya, or that he never came to
Livadia or cruised on the Standart with us. When I’d mentioned it, Tatiana said I was sticking
my nose where it didn’t belong and shouldn’t ask so many questions.
I could not think of a single person who could be trusted to take a letter to Lieutenant
Voronov. It was possible that one of our Russian maids knew someone who could deliver such a
letter, but how would Olga arrange it? And what if Pavel Voronov sent Olga a letter? How would
she get it? Who would bring it? I loved my Shura and I knew that she was devoted to me, but I
could not imagine asking her to deliver such a letter—she would feel it was her duty to inform
Mama or Papa. Poor Olga! It must have been hard for her.
And then something terrible happened, and it made all the difference.
One of our favorites on the Standart was Admiral Chagin, the commander who had
assigned Derevenko and Nagorny to be Alexei’s sailor-attendants. While we were in Livadia in
the autumn of 1911, when Mama had organized the charity bazaar, the admiral had begun a
flirtation with that girl who was selling the lace-trimmed handkerchiefs, Kyra Belyaevna. When
we returned to Livadia for Easter a few months later, the flirtation continued, and by the time we
left the girl had fallen madly in love. She followed the admiral to St. Petersburg. He decided that
the honorable thing to do was to marry her, but this required the tsar’s permission, and by then it
was October and we were in Spala. When Admiral Chagin arrived at Spala to make the request,
he found Alexei deathly ill and the tsar distraught, and he decided to return home without
speaking to Papa about his problem. The tearful girl was waiting for him, insisting that he must
marry her. But he could not bring himself to go on, and he killed himself.
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We were all deeply grieved when we were told of Admiral Chagin’s death—such a

courtly and amiable man!—but I didn’t understand what had happened until Aunt Olga
explained it.
“The newspapers reported that the admiral blamed himself for the tsarevich’s severe
injury, because he was in charge of your brother’s safety and had himself chosen two of his most
reliable sailors to look after Alexei. He took it very personally. But that wasn’t the reason he shot
himself. He did it because of that stupid girl. And when she found out what he had done, she
tried to kill herself, too.”
We were on our way to Grandmère Marie’s Anitchkov Palace for Saturday luncheon
when this conversation took place. I glanced at Olga, who was studying her hands and did not
look up. I guessed what she might be thinking, but I had to wait for a chance to read her secret
diary to be sure. I was not prepared for what I read there.
I feel so dreadfully unhappy. The gossips are saying that I am (or will soon be) engaged
to my cousin, Dmitri Pavlovich. Father and I had a confidential talk about it. He and Mother are
very worried about Lyosha. Because of his illness it is possible that my brother won’t live to
adulthood—we were both in tears as we discussed this—and this leaves a big problem: Who will
become tsar after Father? Women are no longer allowed to inherit the Crown, which is a shame,
considering that Catherine the Great was a very powerful Tsarina. That’s why her son, Tsar
Paul, changed the rules!
In any case, by law I cannot succeed Father, and for this I am deeply grateful. I can’t
begin to imagine the burden he must bear! The logical person to become the next tsar is Uncle
Misha, but he removed himself from the line of succession by marrying Mme. Brassova, a
commoner and twice divorced. For that reason, Father asked if I would consider marrying
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Dmitri Pavlovich. He is fond of Dmitri, and he believes the Russian people would accept him as
the next tsar if he married me, because he’s the son of Grand Duke Paul.
“Please think about it, Olya,” Father said, and I said I would.
Mother strongly opposes the idea. She says Dmitri is fast-living and has been involved
with many women although he is only twenty-one. She intensely dislikes his friend Prince Felix
Yussoupov, calling him dissolute and saying they go to disreputable places and do unspeakable
things. Father admits it is true, Dmitri’s reputation is bad, but he believes all that would change
if I married him and he would be under Father’s guidance. “Remember, Alicky,” he said, “I was
no saint as a young man, before you agreed to marry me.” That made Mother blush and shake
her head.
It doesn’t matter. I will not marry Dmitri, not even for the sake of the succession. And I
have decided that I must not try to contact dear Pasha. Father would never consent to the
marriage, and if we continue with this, it will only end in more heartache.
Pasha? That’s what she called him? I was sorry that I had ever begun to read Olga’s
secret diary. But how could I possibly stop?

In January our family moved to the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. Nobody wanted to
leave Tsarskoe Selo, but we were getting ready for the huge tercentenary celebrating of three
centuries of Romanov rule. None of us liked the big old palace, which was supposed to be the
tsar’s main residence, although no tsar had actually lived there for years and years. It was cold
and drafty, and there wasn’t a big enough garden for us to get outside to play in the snow or do
any of the things we enjoyed. We dreaded all the ceremonies and religious observances and
dinners and receptions we’d have to endure—Mama especially, but it was her duty, and ours.
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Every Russian knew the story of the first Romanov, going back to the year 1547 when a

seventeen-year-old prince named Ivan proclaimed himself Tsar of Russia and announced that he
was looking for a wife. Ivan ordered two thousand young girls to appear before him, and out of
the crowd he chose Anastasia Romanovna. The first Anastasia! They were happily married, but
when she died ten years later, Ivan went crazy and did such awful things that he became known
as Ivan the Terrible.
After Ivan died, there was a period called the Time of Troubles, until a national assembly
decided to choose a new tsar, and the only one they could agree on was one of Ivan’s distant
relatives, a sixteen-year-old boy named Mikhail Romanov. On the twenty-first of February 1613,
Mikhail was informed that he’d been chosen. The first Romanov tsar was crowned in Moscow
on the eleventh of July. Now, three hundred years later, Russia was going to celebrate.
The morning of the twenty-first of February in 1913 was cold, windy and rainy when we
climbed into motorcars, trying to keep our court gowns from being splashed with mud. We were
being driven slowly down Nevsky Prospect, the street we loved to stroll with Aunt Olga, past
wet flags and drooping banners, while guns boomed a salute from the fortress. Even in such foul
weather cheering crowds had to be held back by cordons of soldiers. Cossacks in their red coats
rode at the head of the procession, followed by the Tsar and the Tsarevich—Papa and Alexei—in
the first motorcar. “Mother is probably grinding her teeth,” Olga said, nodding at the motorcar
ahead of us with Mama and Grandmère Marie. “I wonder what they’re talking about. It just kills
her that Grandmère Marie will take precedence at all the events.” We were in the third car, with
all the grand dukes and duchesses in line behind us.
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“They’re probably not talking at all,” Tatiana said. “You know how it is, Olya. The

Dowager Empress always goes ahead of the Empress, Grandmère Marie takes it for granted, and
Mother resents it.”
“It’s a stupid rule,” I informed them. “Mama should go first. She’s the wife of the tsar.”
“It may be stupid, but it’s tradition,” Tatiana said. “In Russia, you don’t challenge
tradition.”
“Mama resents a lot of things,” Olga said. We were nearing the Cathedral of Our Lady of
Kazan. “She resents calling her Motherdear. She really resented it when Grandmère Marie
wouldn’t turn over the crown jewels when she and Papa were married until Mama embarrassed
her into doing it.”
“You can’t blame Mama for being upset! How do you know that?”
“Gossipy servants. How else do we get to know anything?”
“Well, I think it’s all very exciting,” said Marie the peace-maker, trying to change the
subject. “Just listen to all those church bells ringing and everyone cheering like mad!”
The cathedral was thronged, everyone standing with no room to move. Mama and
Grandmère Marie wore gold-embroidered court gowns with huge trains and long open sleeves,
jeweled kokoshniks on their heads, and gobs of jewels on their fingers, wrists, waists, and necks.
(Were those the jewels my grandmother had not wanted to hand over?) The blue sash across
Mama’s chest signified the Order of St. Andrew, and my sisters and I wore red sashes, the Order
of St. Catherine. Marie and I didn’t have trains on our dresses, like Mama and our sisters, but we
did wear kokoshniks, and when we posed for our photographs we looked wonderfully Russian.
Marie nudged me. “There’s Father Grigory, and he’s standing at the very front!” she
whispered. “I’ve never seen him so dressed up!”
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I recognized the crimson silk blouse that had Mama embroidered for him, and the fine

gold cross Mama had given him on a chain around his neck. Mama and Papa were watching the
Orthodox patriarch at the high altar and didn’t see the shocking thing that happened next: One of
the officials ordered Father Grigory to leave, and when he refused the official grabbed him by his
shirt and literally shoved him out. I gasped. How could they do such a thing? I was glad that
Mama hadn’t seen it, because it would have upset her very much, but she would certainly hear
about it later and be absolutely furious.
The service went on very long—they were always very long—but in the afternoon we
could rest a little while Papa went off to deliver a speech to the members of the Duma. He was in
a bad mood when he left, unusual since Papa was hardly ever in a bad mood. Mama thought he
should have refused even to go speak to the Duma; he was the tsar!
“I won’t be telling them anything they want to hear,” he growled and marched off.
That was the first day of the tercentennial. The days that followed were a blur of
ceremonies and dinners and receptions that bored me to stupefaction. Whenever there was an
event at which my sisters and I needed escorts, our cousin Dmitri Pavlovich was assigned to be
mine, and that made the event considerably less boring. I was thrilled, remembering how we had
danced the Boston at Aunt Olga’s and shocked everyone, and I hoped he wouldn’t think I was
dull and tedious. He wore the uniform of his regiment and looked very dashing. But I
remembered what I’d read about him in Olga’s secret diary. Was he really dissolute and fastliving, consorting with loose women and disreputable men?
I could not believe that Dmitri was as awful as people said, because he was always so
nice and polite to me. He didn’t treat me like a child but spoke to me as though I were grown up.
I asked him about the Olympics in Sweden where he’d competed the previous summer.
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“I’d hoped to bring home a gold medal for Russia,” Dmitri said with that gleaming smile.

“But the Swedes took all three medals in dressage, and a Frenchman and a German took the
medals in jumping. I did place seventh in the combination, where a rider has to be good at
everything.”
I congratulated him, and he promised that someday he would give me lessons in dressage.
“It’s like ballet on horseback,” he said.
That was such a fascinating idea that I decided not to confess that I wasn’t much of a
rider and horses often seemed to dislike me. Perhaps I could overcome that before the dressage
lessons began.
Two days later the Romanov grand dukes and grand duchesses—Papa’s brothers and
sisters and aunts and uncles and cousins—gave a magnificent ball in honor of Mama and Papa.
Hundreds of people attended in addition to all the members of the Imperial suite—Mama’s
ladies-in-waiting, Papa’s gentlemen. Marie and I were not invited, but Olga and Tatiana were,
even though they were not eighteen yet and weren’t officially out in society. At first I was
disappointed to be left out. I had never been to a ball and begged to be allowed to go, not
mentioning that I hoped Dmitri would be my escort. But Mama said no. “You’ll attend enough
balls in your life, Nastya. Be glad you can miss this one.”
Watching my older sisters being laced into their corsets, I decided I was just as happy not
to be going. Olga and Tatiana had bosoms, and Marie and I did not. It seemed that having a
bosom was a requirement for being allowed to attend big formal balls. (Tatiana admonished me
not to use that word—“Much nicer to say figure, Nastya.”) Their white satin gowns were
trimmed with pink velvet and gold. I envied the gowns, not the corsets, which looked awfully
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uncomfortable. Marie and I weren’t yet allowed long ball gowns and jewels; Mama thought short
white dresses and pearls were quite enough for girls who did not yet have bosoms.
Mama hated the big formal balls, but of course she had to go, whether she wanted to or
not. I saw her before she and Papa left. She was wearing dark blue velvet with pearls and
diamonds, and I thought I had never seen her look so beautiful. But she didn’t stay long. She felt
so miserable, so tired and ill, that she nearly fainted. Papa got to her just in time to help her out
of the huge ballroom before she collapsed, and they had all left before the supper was served.
One had to pity Mama—she always felt so poorly.
“You’ve never seen so many jewels,” Tatiana said later. “So much glitter that they hardly
needed to turn on any lights.”
I wanted to hear all about it. “Was Dmitri Pavlovich there?” I asked carefully.
“Oh yes, of course,” Olga said. “He was paying a great deal of attention to our cousin
Irina. She is quite beautiful, with those big blue eyes, and she looked absolutely ravishing! Her
rose-colored gown shimmered with jewels.”
I wished I hadn’t asked. I didn’t want to hear about Dmitri’s attention to blue-eyed Irina.
The next night all of us went to the Maryinski Opera House for a performance of A Life
for the Tsar by Mikhail Glinka, a famous composer. Everyone stood up and applauded and
cheered when the Tsar and Tsaritsa appeared, as you’d expect. It was the usual kind of opera
until the second act, when the dancers came on stage and performed a polonaise, a waltz, and a
mazurka.
“Look who’s the principal dancer,” Olga murmured to Tatiana. “Kschessinskaya.”
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I knew who they were talking about. Kschessinskaya had been the ballerina prima

assoluta, the highest position a dancer can achieve, and I had heard Aunt Olga and my older
sisters talking about her.
“The one who was Papa’s mistress,” I whispered knowingly.
Tatiana gave me her fiercest frown. “Don’t call her a ‘mistress,’” she scolded. “She was
Father’s good friend, and that’s all you need to know about her.”
Mistress was a word like bosom that I was not to use. The list was growing.
Aunt Olga was the person who always explained things to me that no one else would. I
was her godchild, and I believed I was her favorite. And I was never afraid to ask her questions.
Days later, when the celebrations in St. Petersburg were over, I had a chance to speak with my
aunt alone and asked her why I should not call the beautiful dancer a mistress.
“It’s not a good word to use,” Aunt Olga explained. “Mathilde Kschessinskaya was in
love with your papa, and he was fond of her. But they both knew it would end, because she was
not an appropriate wife for the future tsar. He gave her a beautiful house in St. Petersburg as a
gift.”
“But why was she not appropriate?”
“Because she is a commoner—not of noble birth—and our father, your grandfather,
would not have given his approval of the marriage.”
“Like Uncle Mikhail’s wife.” And like Lieutenant Voronov, I was thinking.
“Yes. But Madame Brassova had already been married twice before, and that made her
even more inappropriate. But remember, Nastya, your papa had already met your mama and
fallen in love with her, and that was the girl he wanted to marry.”
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I was silent—briefly—but then I asked the question foremost on my mind: “What if one

of us wants to marry a man who isn’t of noble birth? Could she?”
Aunt Olga looked at me thoughtfully. I hoped she wouldn’t ask me if I was thinking of
anyone in particular. “I’m sure your mama and your papa want all of you girls to marry young
men you love, and they wouldn’t force you to marry someone you don’t. But they would not
allow you to marry someone below your rank. It would not be appropriate,” she added, “for one
of you to fall in love with one of those magnificent bearded Cossacks.”
Then she asked me if I had taken any new photographs. And I had. I’d taken some of
Olga and Pavel Voronov on the Standart. At first Olga was angry, but when she saw the pictures,
she asked me to give her two—one for her, and one for “my friend,” as she called him.
That was among the snapshots I showed to Aunt Olga. She looked at it and smiled, and
said nothing. But I knew what she was thinking: Not appropriate.

At Easter we were still in St. Petersburg, still at the cold and dreary Winter Palace. There
had been no visit to Livadia, and spring refused to come. Tatiana had fallen ill with typhoid from
drinking contaminated water. She was so sick that her hair began to fall out and had to be cut.
The days crept by slowly with only our sessions with our tutors.
I hadn’t read Olga’s secret diary for weeks, because there seemed to be nothing to say
about Lieutenant Voronov. What could there be for Olga to write about? But one day when she
had gone to visit our cousin Irina, I found the diary, now disguised as an English novel.
I’m worried and frightened. We keep telling ourselves that the Russian people love us,
that Mother is the Matushka, their mother, and Father their Batiushka, yet everywhere we go
there are so many guards, so many soldiers, all because they’re afraid of revolutionaries
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determined to kill us—especially the Tsar. I’m not sure why. Hasn’t Father given them what they
said they want?
I have begun to understand that Mother is disliked by many people. They call her
“Nemka,” the German woman. That is so stupid! Hardly any of the past tsaritsas have been
Russian. Catherine the Great was German! Everyone loves Grandmère Marie, yet she was born
in Denmark. I see the way Mother looks, always frowning, her mouth set in a tight line, wishing
she was anywhere but where she is. The so-called ladies of the court wait for her to say or do
something they decide has offended them. Anya is her only friend, although personally I find her
tiresome. Mother is devoted to Father Grigory, because he’s the only one who helps Lyosha, but
Irina says he is deeply distrusted and many believe he has too much influence on Mother, and on
Father, too. All of this dislike and distrust makes me feel that something terrible is going to
happen, maybe not right away, but someday soon. I pray that I’m wrong.
I was shocked by what I read. Could Olga be right about this? Did people really dislike
Mama so much? Was something bad going to happen? I couldn’t understand it, and there was no
one I could ask—not even Aunt Olga.

Later that spring we made a journey to the villages and towns in the countryside to visit
the places that had been important in the early life of Mikhail Romanov, the first Romanov tsar.
We traveled by train to Nizhny Novgorod and boarded the steamer Mezhen on the Volga River to
visit Kostroma, the village where Mikhail was born. Aunt Olga and many other Romanov
relatives were with us on the Mehzen, and Papa’s gentlemen and Mama’s ladies followed on a
second steamer. Peasants crowded the riverbanks, shouting, “God save the Tsar!” and “May he

	
  

78	
  

live forever!” Some even waded into the freezing water to get a glimpse of their tsar and the
tsarevich.
Bundled in a warm coat on the deck in the chilly wind and waving at the cheering
crowds, I thought Olga must have been wrong. This was so different from St. Petersburg! The
common people truly loved Papa, and Mama, too, and maybe it was just some of those wicked
noblemen and their snobbish wives who found fault. Or maybe the rainy, cold weather had made
everybody critical.
After a few more stops, we finished the journey on the outskirts of Moscow. Our final
destination was the cathedral in Moscow where the first tsar had been crowned. Papa rode into
the city on horseback, alone and in advance of his Cossack escort, the rest of us in open
carriages: Mama and Grandmère Marie in one carriage, Alexei with Nagorny in the next,
followed by OTMA and all the other Romanov relatives in the procession behind us. People
cheered us along the way, and the bells of dozens of churches began to peal when we reached the
Kremlin. It was almost deafening, and it was also thrilling. I hoped that Olga would see how
wonderful it was, that our parents were indeed loved.
But this was what I read in her secret diary:
I’m not the only one afraid something terrible would happen. I was next to Father in the
dining salon on the train to Moscow. General Spiridovich, who’s in charge of his security, sat
across from him, drinking vodka and eating zakuski. The general pleaded with Father not to go
through with his foolish idea of riding ahead of the Cossacks into the city. He said that the risk
was too great. There is much unrest—hundreds of thousands of workers are on strike, and the
mood is ugly. A revolutionary could throw a bomb or fire a gun at any moment, and there would
be no one to protect him. I remember two years ago during Kiev when Papa took Tanya and me
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to the opera and a revolutionary walked up to Prime Minister Stolypin and shot him. We were
watching from the royal box and witnessed the whole thing. Tanya cried all night after it
happened. But Father told General Spiridovich that the Tsar of All the Russias must show
himself to his people, and he would ride unprotected into Moscow. End of discussion.
Thank God nothing happened. I saw Fr G. standing near the entrance to the Kremlin. I’m
sure it was the starets, but when I tried to point him out to Tanya, he had melted into the crowd.
It seemed to me a bad omen, though Mother would think just the opposite.
Why a bad omen, I wondered—and what made Olga think so? Mama believed Father
Grigory was a saint, that he was keeping Alexei alive, and Papa seemed to agree.

Two thousand people attended a grand ball at the Hall of the Nobles in Moscow the night
after our arrival. Aunt Olga said was the finest ballroom in all of Europe. Marie and I were not
invited, but Olga and Tatiana were. We pestered them for details.
“We looked like school girls,” Olga complained. Mama wouldn’t let them wear ball
gowns, just the usual white dresses and pearls. “Mama still wants to dress us like children.”
“Mother and Father opened the ball with a polonaise,” Tatiana reported. Her hair was
growing back after her illness. She looked pretty with it just as it was, short and tied with a
velvet ribbon.
“It’s not really dancing,” Olga said. “They just walked in a stately kind of way through
the ballroom. It was quite splendidly decorated—lots of ferns and huge urns filled with flowers.”
“Ferns and urns,” I said. “Who were your partners?
Tatiana made a face. “Army officers. My captain waltzed rather well, but he smelled of
cigars.”
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Olga laughed. “Mine, too. But his hands were clammy. So, you see, you two didn’t miss

anything.”
On the last day of the tercentenary, the twenty-seventh of May, we went home to
Tsarskoe Selo. Tatiana’s sixteenth birthday came two days later, but there was no celebration
like Olga’s. Mama had decided that another formal ball was not necessary. Tanya agreed.
“I’ve had enough balls. I’d rather have a party on the Standart,” she said. “Or even a
picnic on our special island.”
Whatever Tatiana decided, Olga was surely happy. Pavel Voronov would be there.
I’m counting the days until I see Pasha again, she wrote. It has been nine months since
we were together and one magical night we kissed THREE TIMES.
I would have to keep a close watch, or I would miss everything.

	
  

81	
  

Chapter 7. Olga in Love - Summer 1913

Our summer cruise took us as always along the coast of Finland. Papa and Mama were
both tired from all the balls and receptions and dinners and ceremonies and happy not to have
any official duties.
Tatiana celebrated her sixteenth birthday on the Standart just the way she wanted. We put
on our white dresses, pearls, and colored sashes—Olga was right, we looked like little girls
instead of young women. Tatiana received her pearl and diamond necklace. It was a tradition in
our family that each of us was given a diamond or a pearl on every birthday and name day, so
that when we turned sixteen, we would have a complete necklace of thirty-two beautiful gems.
Chef Kharitonov prepared a delicious meal, the balalaika orchestra played, and we danced on the
deck with the officers, including Lieutenant Voronov.
I turned twelve on the fifth of June (I now had twenty-four of diamonds and pearls, kept
in a velvet case), and nine days later Marie was fourteen, with more treats and dancing (and one
more diamond). I was the only OTMA who did not yet have a bosom, but Marie promised that I
would very soon. “Madame Becker is likely to make her appearance, Nastya,” she said. That was
the code for my sisters’ monthly cycles.
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Everyone seemed happy, even Mama. She kept remarking on how successful the three

hundredth celebration had been, how people had cheered and applauded wherever we went,
especially the peasants in the countryside—“The real Russians” she said, “not like those overstuffed, over-dressed nobility who look down their noses at everyone, at us, and at each other.
How I despise them!”
Every day there was a chance for Olga to see her Pasha. I didn’t have to look for her
secret diary to know what she was thinking. So often during the long winter and spring Olga had
seemed sad and distracted, as though she wished she were somewhere else, or maybe even
someone else. But that summer she was light-hearted and gay, laughing and joking, and not just
when Voronov was around, but with all of us.
We went ashore for picnics and hikes, we swam, and I tried to improve my tennis. In the
evenings we danced on the deck, although our dances did not include anything like the Boston.
But I worried. I was sure Mama and Papa could see very well what was happening. Voronov was
much better than my sister at acting reserved and formal when others were around. Olga tried to
pretend that nothing was going on between them, but too often I heard her slip and call him
“Pasha.” And you had only to look at her face. It was as though somebody turned on a light
switch; Olga glowed like a dozen candles the minute he arrived.
I felt sure her secret diary would reveal what was happening out of my sight.
Sometimes I feel that P, who fills my heart and my dreams, doesn’t return my love. How
can I know? I am never alone with him, not for even a minute. We hardly ever manage a private
word together, let alone a kiss. I contrive to be near him, hoping for some sign that he shares my
yearnings, but he is cautious, and I must be, too—especially around Tanya. My sister and I share
every secret except this one, but she is the perfect daughter, closer to Mama than I could ever be.
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If she notices anything at all, she’ll feel she must report it to Mama. And so I say nothing. I
guard my glances and make sure they won’t be intercepted.

Tatiana was good at flirting. So was Marie. You could see it was just a game with them, a
merry way of passing the time, and the young officers played along. But Olga was a serious girl,
and she might have thought she was “guarding her glances,” but anyone could see her smiles and
hear the lilt in her voice when it involved Pavel Voronov.
I remembered what Aunt Olga had told me about “inappropriate” marriages and crossed
my fingers for Olga.

It would have been a wonderful summer if only Alexei hadn’t injured himself again. The
poor boy had to wear a brace to try to straighten the leg he had injured, because it seemed to be
permanently bent at the knee. He got around by hopping on one foot, and they let him take off
the brace only when it was just too awfully hot. Then, after a month of cruising, we left the
Standart in the port of Kronstadt and were taken to Peterhof on the Alexandria, a smaller yacht
with paddle wheels that could maneuver in water too shallow for the Standart. But no sooner had
we settled in at our summer dacha than Alexei somehow hurt his elbow and was in the most
horrible pain. We could all hear him moaning. It was more than anyone could bear.
Mama sent a telegram to Father Grigory, begging him to come to Peterhof. He arrived the
next day and went immediately to Alexei’s room with Mama. Our room was near my brother’s,
and Marie and I could hear the starets’s low, quiet voice. We couldn’t make out what he said,
but very soon Alexei’s moans had subsided.
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“Is it better now?” we heard Father Grigory ask, and Alexei answered calmly, “Yes, yes,

much better.”
The voices stopped, and in a little while Mama and Father Grigory left the room, closing
the door softly behind them. Mama fell on her knees, right there in the corridor and, weeping,
kissed Father Grigory’s hands, over and over. Papa joined them, tiptoeing into my brother’s
room, and assured that the tsarevich was sleeping and in no pain, left with them to talk and drink
tea.
Father Grigory stayed with us for a few days in Peterhof before we traveled back to
Tsarskoe Selo and then continued to the hunting lodges in Poland. Mama really didn’t want to go
back to Spala; she had such terrible memories of Alexei’s injuries the previous year—injuries
that he was still recovering from with the awful brace on his leg. Father Grigory did not travel
with us. He never did, and I didn’t understand why until Aunt Olga explained it:
“Your father, and especially your mother, are very fond of the starets. She truly believes
he’s a holy man and the only one who can help Alexei. But there are many others who dislike
him and mistrust him. Some even think he is a devil—Grandmère Marie, for instance, believes
he is somehow playing tricks. And so your parents have decided it’s better not to make too much
of him in public.”
“And you, Aunt Olga—what do you think of him?” I asked. The whole matter was very
confusing to me.
“It’s not for me to say,” she replied, but she was not looking at me as she spoke.
“You think he’s a devil, don’t you?” I badly wanted her to tell me.
“If he helps your brother, who suffers so very much, then it doesn’t matter what I think.”
She refused to say any more.
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We were at home in Tsarskoe Selo for only a short time at the end of the summer before
we boarded the train for the long, dull journey to Livadia. Once in Livadia, I believed, we would
all be happy again. The Standart would be there, and Lieutenant Voronov. Mama would be more
relaxed, and there would be lots of interesting visitors, like the Emir of Bukhara and his court.
But once again there were various family problems. First we learned that our cousin
Maria Pavlovna, the older sister of Dmitri, had left her Swedish husband and gone to live with
her father in France. Her father was Papa’s uncle, Grand Duke Pavel Alexandrovich, and he
asked Papa’s permission to arrange for Maria Pavlovna’s divorce, explaining that she was ill.
Since I scarcely knew Dmitri’s sister, I wasn’t much concerned with whether or not Papa
would allow her to divorce her husband. It did not seem odd to me that Papa should decide who
could be allowed to marry and who could get divorced. He was the Emperor and Autocrat of All
the Russias and God’s representative on earth, and so it made sense that he would have that
authority. But it did seem that Papa had enough to do without all of that.
When I expressed my opinion to Aunt Olga, she smiled and said, “I understand why you
think as you do, my dear little Nastya, but that’s simply the way it is. When you’re older, I will
tell you my own story.”
“Why not tell me now, dear aunt? I’m twelve and a half, and I think I’m quite old enough
to hear it.”
But she shook her head and hugged me, whispering, “Someday, but not quite yet.”
Being told that I was too young to hear something obviously very important and
interesting was maddening—and made me determined to find out what it was.
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Then in October, while we were at Livadia, we learned that our cousin Irina was going to

marry Felix Yussoupov.
We hadn’t seen Irina since the previous spring when Dmitri Pavlovich had been my
escort at the three-hundredth anniversary celebration but flirted madly with Irina. I knew from
reading Olga’s secret diary that Papa had asked my sister if she would consider marrying Dmitri.
Felix was Dmitri’s best friend, they were often together, and Felix had also been flirting with
Irina.
Mama was horrified when she heard about Irina’s plans. “I would never allow any of my
daughters to have anything at all to do with Felix,” she said firmly. “And certainly not marry
him!”
Was Felix Yussoupov really dissolute and fast-living, as Mama thought, consorting with
loose women and disreputable men? And what about Dmitri? Was he just as bad?
Like Irina, Olga was now of an age to marry, but she did not want to talk about it. Who
could marry whom was so awfully complicated!
The more I see of these engagements, the less I want anything to do with them. Because I
am now eighteen, and I know my parents are thinking of a suitable husband for me. But I am
more than ever in love with my dear sweet friend. I don’t need to name him. And he has made
clear his love for me. He knows as well as I do that marriage is impossible, Father would never
consent to it, but we have promised ourselves and each other that we will cherish each day, each
hour, that we can be together until it is no longer possible. How I dread that day.
While we were at Livadia, Olga celebrated her eighteenth birthday at a party with dinner
and dancing. Naturally, Lieutenant Voronov was among her partners, but she danced with him
only twice. I know they would have danced every dance, if they could, but they behaved
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prudently and danced with others. I could see that he was always searching for her, and her eyes
followed him wherever he went, but unless I missed something, there was no chance for them to
slip out onto the balcony together and share a moment alone under the stars.
I wondered who else in our family knew about her real feelings. Surely others must have
noticed how she glowed whenever Pavel appeared, and how his smile became wider and wider.
The only person in the family in whom I can confide is Aunt Olga. She actually brought it
up just yesterday, and I am much disturbed by this. She said that Mother and Father are aware
of my “attachment.” I asked if they want to end it, and she said it is very likely. I began to cry,
and she was so kind and understanding and told me something I didn’t know about her marriage
to Petya. She said that she didn’t love him, but that Grandmère Marie insisted she marry him,
because her mother didn’t want her to leave Russia. It was a disaster from the beginning,
because Petya “prefers women.” And then Aunt Olga added, “Our marriage is
unconsummated,” and that shocked me. I didn’t know what to say.
I didn’t know what “unconsummated” meant, but I felt it was probably another word to
add to my list of words not to be used.
Possibly, I thought, it had something to do with what married people did, a totally
forbidden subject. Don’t even say the word! Better not even to think it! Whenever I asked a
question—and I had lots of questions—Mama always told me the same thing: “Time enough for
you to know all that, my girlie, when you are grown up and ready to marry.” There was no
reasoning with her.
Shura, my nurse, was more helpful. She had explained to me the changes that a girl’s
body goes through as she becomes a woman, anticipating the “visits from Madame Becker,” but
nothing beyond that. Marie was also completely uninformed, and our older sisters were not much
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help. Big Pair explained how babies grew inside their mothers, because they remembered when
Mama was expecting Alexei, but not even Olga would tell me how the babies got there.
“Expecting” was a proper word, according to Tatiana; but pregnant was not to be used,
along with bosom and mistress. I made up a little song and sang it to Tatiana, just to shock her:
“If a mistress has a bosom she might be pregnant.” It had the desired effect—Tatiana turned red
and called me a Shvibzik.
Now I had a new word to spring on her: unconsummated.

At Livadia Alexei again injured himself, doing something silly and reckless and falling
off a chair. This time he hit his knee, it began to swell all the way down to his ankle, and he
couldn’t walk. The pain was terrible, even worse than usual. One of his doctors prescribed hot
mud baths, and eventually he did get better—whether it was the mud or Father Grigory’s
prayers, I couldn’t say—but we stayed in Livadia longer than usual.
Olga, of course, didn’t mind at all that we lingered in Livadia, because that meant she
would see more of Pavel Voronov. She didn’t even bother to pretend that she was not in love
with him, and I was a little embarrassed to read in her secret diary such romantic stuff as “My
tender darling smiled, and I could read the love in his eyes,” and “My dear sweet friend rejoiced
when I told him we could meet for a walk in the rose garden.”
But the roses faded, and we left Livadia to return to Tsarskoe Selo when Alexei’s pain
was somewhat better. Then something went terribly wrong for Olga. Her eyes were red and
swollen from weeping, and she wouldn’t say what had happened. I was sure it had something to
do with Pavel.
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Marie asked me, “What do you think has upset Olya?” I shrugged and said I didn’t know.

Marie said, “Well, let’s ask her.”
I was with Marie when she spoke to Olga. Tatiana was there, too, also waiting for the
explanation.
“It’s quite simple,” Olga said sadly. She sat on the edge of her bed, smoothing her dress
over her knees, pressing a row of lace that would not lie flat. “Mother and Father have informed
me that I must break off my friendship with Lieutenant Voronov. He has become engaged to
Olga Kleinmichel.”
“Olga Kleinmichel!” Marie exclaimed. “She’s one of Mama’s ladies-in-waiting, and
she’s not half as pretty as you, Olya!”
Tatiana pressed her fingers to her lips. I nudged Marie and whispered for her to hush.
Olga tried to smile and failed. “It really doesn’t matter. They know each other. They’re
friends. He isn’t in love with her, I know that much—and I don’t know if she loves him or not.
They are to be married at the beginning of the new year, and then he is being given a leave of
two months, for them to travel. They’re to live in St. Petersburg, I understand. Pasha”—she
corrected herself—“Lieutenant Voronov has been reassigned to the yacht Alexandria. No more
Standart. I think he’s sad about that, too. He loves the Standart!”
She stopped and choked back tears, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. Marie, who
hated to see anyone crying and unhappy, ran to Olga and hugged her. Tatiana, arms folded across
her chest, frowned at Olga and said sternly, “You didn’t think Mother and Father would allow it
to go on any longer, did you? And you didn’t exactly keep it a secret.”
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“Oh, I knew we’d never be allowed to marry!” Olga said, half-sobbing. “But Aunt Olga

has never been allowed to marry the man she loves, and no one seems to be terribly upset about
that.”
“But she’s married to Uncle Petya!” Marie said, wide-eyed.
“The marriage is unconsummated,” I said, and instantly regretted it. All three of my
sisters stared at me.
“It’s what?” Marie asked innocently.
“How do you know that?” Tatiana demanded.
“How do you even know the word?” Olga asked, frowning, and I could see that she might
have caught on where I learned it.
I tried to bluff. “It’s just one of those words,” I said and quickly changed the subject.
“Anyway, what were you saying about Aunt Olga?”
“We’re not supposed to talk about it,” Tatiana said.
“But we are talking about it, aren’t we?” Olga said. “So let’s just say it: Aunt Olga
doesn’t love Petya, and she never did. Grandmère Marie wanted her to marry him, and so she
did. But they never—.” Olga hesitated and looked helplessly to Tatiana.
“Lived as husband and wife,” Tatiana said, completing her sentence. “More like brother
and sister.”
“You mean they never kissed?” Marie asked.
“Exactly,” said Olga, sounding relieved. “They never kissed.”
“And that’s what unconsummated means?”
“Well, yes,” Tatiana said—unconvincingly, I thought.
“Who is it she really loves?” Marie wanted to know.
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“A cavalry officer,” Olga said, sniffling.
“But you said Aunt Olga isn’t allowed to marry the man she really loves and wants to

kiss,” I said, determined to get to the truth of the matter. “Why not?”
“Because she’s still married to Uncle Petya, and he won’t give her a divorce. And she
even asked Papa, but he won’t allow her to divorce Petya and marry the cavalry officer. Maybe
someday, he told her, but not yet.”
“So Uncle Petya and Aunt Olga live separately,” Tatiana explained.
“And she sees Nikolai Kulikovsky as much as she wants,” Olga said. “Mama says it’s
shocking.”
Marie sighed. “I wonder if she kisses him.”
Olga started to say something, but Tatiana gave her a sharp look and Olga kept silent.
“I’m confused by all of this,” I announced.
“Good,” Tatiana said. “I’m glad to hear it, Nastya. This is not a proper subject for a girly
your age, and I suggest we talk about something else.”
I hated it when Tatiana called me a girly. That’s what Mama called us, but Tatiana is only
four years older than I am, and we’d nicknamed her “the Governess” because she was so bossy, I
did not think that gave her the right to call us girlies. I decided to say nothing but gave her a look.
As for kissing and being unconsummated, I would have to wait for my next chance at Olga’s
diary for more information on the subject.
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Chapter 8. Out in Society - Winter 1914

Papa took my sisters and me to St. Petersburg to spend Christmas Eve at Anitchkov
Palace with Grandmère Marie. Aunt Xenia and Uncle Sandro came with their daughter, Irina,
who was planning to marry Felix Yussoupov in February, and their six barely uncivilized boys.
Mama was exhausted from all the preparations for Christmas and didn’t go to the city
with us. “Baby and I will stay at home and have a cozy supper together, and the rest of you can
have a gay time of it and come back and tell us all about it.”
That was what Mama said, but it wasn’t exactly what she meant. She and Grandmère
were always extremely polite to each other, but one could sense the chill between them. Olga
said it was because each felt she should be the most important woman in Papa’s life. Mama
believed that Grandmère Marie treated Papa as though he were still a boy, and not the Emperor
of All the Russias, and my grandmother believed that Mama had too much to say about how
Papa ran the country.
Also, Mama got upset when she was around Aunt Xenia and “her brood,” as Mama
called all those big, noisy, healthy boys.
When Olga was born, cannons boomed one hundred times to announce to the Russian
people that a daughter had been born to the Tsar and Tsaritsa. Mama and Papa were happy to
have such a healthy daughter. A year and half later Tatiana arrived, and again the cannons
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boomed one hundred times. Again, our parents were happy to welcome a second daughter; there
was still time for them to have the son they wanted. Two years later, Maria appeared, and they
were grateful for another healthy child, but they must have been disappointed and thought,
Surely the next time.
But when the next time came a year later, it was a fourth daughter, me, Anastasia, and
everyone stopped pretending to be happy about it. Poor Mama! She must have cried and cried,
even though Papa would never have blamed Mama for anything. She must have felt that she
absolutely had to have a baby boy, the next time. There had to be a next time! It was her duty to
provide a male heir to the throne.
So when Alexei was born, the cannon boomed three hundred and one times, and
everyone went mad with joy. But Alexei was not strong and healthy, like Xenia’s sons. Every
time he hurt himself, Mama feared he might die, and there would be no heir. No one could blame
Mama for feeling envious of Aunt Xenia, no matter how oafish those boys were.
Anitchkov Palace was beautiful, the Christmas tree was lovely, and we had a fine dinner
with the twelve traditional Russian dishes, but Grandmère Marie insisted on serving lots of
French dishes, too. Irina and her fiancé, Felix, were there earlier in the evening, but they had
gone on to the Yussoupovs’ palace for another gathering. Felix was certainly handsome, but not
as handsome as Dmitri. After they left, everyone began talking about Aunt Xenia’s plans for
Irina’s wedding. Aunt Xenia was delighted that they had somehow got hold of a lace veil that
once belonged to Marie Antoinette. I didn’t know why that made her so happy, considering what
happened to the French queen in the end.
Grandmère Marie reminded us that she was giving a Winter Ball in our honor. “You
young ladies need to get out into society more than you do,” she said, and I could see Papa
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wince, because it was Mama who didn’t like going out into society. “I shall expect you to dress
in elegant gowns for this occasion, and to wear your jewels, and to have your hair done nicely.”
“We’ll all have on our glass slippers,” Tatiana said, laughing.
“And I’ll be sure that their coach doesn’t turn into a pumpkin at the stroke of midnight,”
Papa said.
I wanted to wear a real ball gown, like Olga’s and Tatiana’s, but I was sure Mama would
insist that Marie and I dress like “girlies” and wear our usual white dresses. Tatiana was “out”
now, sixteen and allowed to wear her hair up and gowns to her ankles. But when I complained to
Mama, she said, “Don’t be in such a hurry to grow up, Nastya. There will be plenty of time for
ball gowns and dancing and midnight suppers as you get older, I promise you.”
That’s what she always said.
But Grandmère Marie, without telling Mama, ordered beautiful dresses for all four of us.
Marie’s and mine were not as long as the Big Pair’s gowns, and ours were ivory satin, instead of
deep rose, and had lace trimming. Big Pair’s were more sophisticated, but Marie and I were
happy with our dresses and Mama was not too upset, or at least pretended she wasn’t annoyed
that Grandmère had gone around her.
Invitations to the ball were delivered to hundreds of people, “All the court society of St.
Petersburg,” Aunt Olga told us, and most of them must have accepted the invitation. Everyone
loved our grandmother, the Dowager Empress, because she was always lively and gay and loved
parties and balls and everything social. It was a shame that Mama didn’t enjoy these things,
preferring to stay at Tsarskoe Selo with Anya, playing piano duets and chatting and
embroidering. She did come with us to Anitchkov Palace, but just before the supper was served
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she said she had a headache and felt too ill to stay longer, and she was taken back to Tsarskoe
Selo.
Everyone fussed over my sisters and me, because the ball was in our honor. I had always
said that I hated dancing, but that wasn’t exactly true. It depended on who, what, and where.
Dancing a mazurka on the deck of the Standart with an officer was one thing; trying to follow a
clumsy lieutenant named Boris who managed to step all over my feet was something else. I was
disappointed that Dmitri hadn’t come, but all six of Aunt Xenia’s barbarians did. Possibly Dmitri
would have wanted to dance the Boston, and I would have had to refuse or risk causing a
scandal.
Papa stayed on with us until the ball ended. It was well after midnight when were driven
in a sleigh to our train. Papa sipped tea and listened to Marie and Tatiana and me discussing our
dancing partners—the ones with sweaty hands, the ones wearing too much cologne, the elderly
gentleman with the dyed mustache. Olga said hardly anything. She was no doubt thinking of her
Pasha, now married to another girl named Olga and on a honeymoon somewhere.
I tried my best to act happy, for the sake of Grandmère Marie, but it was impossible. I
think of him night and day. I know that I must try to forget him but I cannot, and I don’t want to.
May the Lord grant happiness to him, my beloved. It is painful and sad. May he be happy, but I
cannot.

The ball at Antichkov Palace was the beginning of the winter season in St. Petersburg,
and that meant Sundays with Aunt Olga and her lovely parties. The rest of the time was passed at
Tsarskoe Selo with our tutors. No matter how cold it was, we went out every day for walks with
Papa, bundled up in our warmest woolen stockings and fur jackets and mittens.
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I did as little as I could get away with in the schoolroom with Monsieur Gilliard and Mr.

Gibbes and Pyotr Petrov. Now that she was eighteen, Olga no longer had to endure endless hours
in the schoolroom, except to practice her languages. Mama was insistent that she be perfectly
fluent in three languages: French, English, and Russian. “Because you may have to acquire a
fourth some day,” Mama explained. “All of you may.”
We understood what was implied: when we married, we might have to learn the language
of our husband’s country. The subject: husband, hung in the air. Starting the day Olga turned
eighteen, everyone began gossiping about a possible engagement. There had been suggestions
that perhaps the English boy, Edward, Prince of Wales, would be a good match. He was the
great-grandson of Queen Victoria, and for that reason Mama rather liked the idea.
“Father called me to his study,” Olga told us. “I tried to tell him that I could not imagine
ever living in England. And I remembered meeting Edward when we visited Uncle Bertie six
years ago, and I didn’t think much of him.”
“Ugh,” said Tatiana, making a face. “I remember him, too. He was very unlikable, I
thought. He had a string of names, but everyone called him David.”
“He was nice looking, though, wasn’t he?” asked Marie, who was inclined to find
something good about almost everybody. “And smiled a lot and had straight teeth.”
“He was a pig,” I announced. “He snorted like this when he laughed at his own stupid
jokes.” I demonstrated an English pig-snort.
“How can you remember that, Nastya? You were only six or seven.”
“I always remember people who make bad jokes.”
Olga wore a pained smile. “Father probably agrees with you. He finally admitted that the
more they heard about Edward, the less they believed he would be appropriate. In any case, the
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Prince of Wales is no longer a candidate. And neither is Prince Arthur of Connaught, because he
married someone else in October! And Sergei Georgievich, the Eighth Duke of Leuchtenberg,
seems to have been taken off the list, but I’m not sure why. At least he’s Russian! But now there
is another prospect, and I’m going to have to meet him.”
This was exciting news. “Who is it, Olya? You must tell us everything!” I cried.
“Crown Prince Carol of Romania. Father and Mother and his parents are planning for us
to meet in June.” Her face, which until now had been so calm, suddenly crumpled, and she wiped
away tears. “I’m dreading it. And if I did happen to like him—which I doubt very much that I
would—I’d have to leave Russia, and I can’t bear to think about that.”
The problem was that there weren’t many possible husbands for grand duchesses. We
were not supposed to marry men of a lower rank, and it was not possible to marry someone with
no rank at all—like Pavel Voronov. Olga would be the first OTMA to marry, and she had to
follow the rules. I was glad that I would be the last. Maybe the rules would have changed by the
time my turn came. Maybe by then no one would care—I could marry the court juggler, if we
had one. Or not marry at all.

We drove in two motorcars from Tsarskoe Selo to Anitchkov Palace for Irina’s wedding
to Felix Felixovich Yussoupov. This was supposed to be the society wedding of the season. Irina
arrived at the chapel looking incredibly beautiful. She refused to wear a traditional Russian dress
with long, split sleeves, the style that my sisters and I have been photographed in dozens of
times. Instead, she chose a modern wedding gown, a long white satin dress embroidered in silver
with a train, very simple and elegant, and a diamond and crystal tiara that was Felix’s gift to her.
But where was Felix? No one had seen him. Had he changed his mind?
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“It’s the lace veil,” Aunt Olga said. “The one that belonged to Marie Antoinette. I warned

Xenia that it was bad luck.”
At last the missing bridegroom was discovered, stuck in the old palace elevator. Papa and
the always-practical Tatiana finally managed to free him. He looked elegant, too, but in a more
traditional way: white trousers with a black frock coat, the collar stitched with gold, and a row of
nine gold buttons marching down the front.
Papa escorted Irina to the chapel. As a wedding present he gave them a bag of twentynine diamonds, each one as big as a cherry. Felix was said to be the richest man in Russia, even
richer than Papa—he had fifty-seven palaces, four of them in St. Petersburg—and now he was
twenty-nine diamonds richer. Being so rich apparently made up for the fact that Felix had no
rank, and none of their children would inherit titles.
Every detail of the wedding was perfect—how could it not be? Grandmère Marie,
delighted to be at the wedding of her eldest granddaughter, charmed everyone. Aunt Xenia
seemed tearful, which I suppose mothers are when their daughters marry. Aunt Olga was her
usual merry self, making sure everything was in order and went off flawlessly. Mama wasn’t
smiling, but then she hardly ever smiled at big public events. Olga looked sad—she must have
been thinking again of Pavel; I wished she would get over him. Tatiana attracted a lot of
attention from the young men, because in my opinion she was even more beautiful than Irina.
Marie, who loved weddings, announced, “When I am grown up, I want to marry a Russian
soldier and have twenty children!”
Her enormous blue eyes—“Marie’s saucers”—were shining with the vision of all those
little ones clinging to her skirts, squalling for attention. I thought she must be crazy. Where could
she have gotten such an idea?
* * * *
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On the last Sunday before Butter Week, before the start of our last afternoon party until

after Easter, I lay in Aunt Olga’s sitting room with my eyes closed, waiting. When my sisters
were breathing deeply, or pretending to, I got up quietly and tiptoed into my aunt’s bedroom. She
sat writing at a little desk, her pen racing across the paper. She seemed startled when I appeared.
“My dear Nastya! You’re supposed to be resting your eyes.”
“I’m too restless to rest my eyes,” I explained. “And I suspect that you don’t really rest
yours, either.”
She smiled. I loved my aunt’s smile, because she smiled with her eyes and not just her
lips. “You’re quite right. But I need a little time alone now and then, and I get it by sending
everyone to bed! Now sit, please, and we’ll talk.” She patted the chaise longue beside her desk.
“Put your feet up. You may be dancing quite a lot this afternoon.”
I leaned back in the white velvet-covered chaise piled with silk pillows and gazed around.
I loved this room—simple, unfussy, but rather romantic. There was a small, framed portrait on
her desk, a man in a uniform. I didn’t recognize him, but it wasn’t Uncle Petya. When she saw
me looking at it, she picked up the portrait and handed it to me. The man was very good-looking,
and a lot younger than her husband. This, I decided, must be the cavalry officer.
“Who is it?” I asked, although I was fairly sure I knew.
“That’s my friend, Nikolai Kulikovsky,” she said, watching me closely. “Though I
believe your mother would disagree, I think you’re old enough for some frank talk, and you’re
unlikely to get it from your parents. I adore Nicky and I’m fond of Alix as well, but there are
things I suspect they will never tell you. They want to protect you and your sisters, to keep you
innocent. I can’t fault them—maybe if I had daughters, I’d do the same. But....” she trailed off,
still watching me. “Kolya is my lover.”
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I must have looked stunned. No one had ever said such a thing to me. I didn’t know what

to say, and so I stammered, “Your lover? But what about Uncle Petya?”
I took one more look at the portrait and handed it back to her. She set it in its place on her
desk. “Petya is a decent man, but he prefers men to women,” she said, and I stared at her. “I had
no idea what that meant when I married him—I was very naive. Our wedding was beautiful—
lots of satin and diamonds and magnificent gifts. But afterwards....” she trailed off, gazing out
the window. “We have never lived as man and wife.”
A little light went on in my head: unconsummated, the word in my sister’s diary. So
that’s what it meant! I nodded as though I understood, which I only partly did, and she told me
the story.
“Soon after we were married I was appointed honorary commander-in-chief of a Hussar
regiment. Two years later my brother Misha introduced me to the regiment’s acting commander,
Colonel Nikolai Kulikovsky. Almost immediately, Kolya and I fell deeply in love. I asked Petya
for a divorce, but he refused. Then I went to your Papa and asked him to grant me a divorce. He
told me I had to wait. I’ve been waiting ever since. Petya lives at one end of the palace, and
Kolya lives here with me.” She saw my astonished expression. “Yes, dear Nastya, we are lovers,
and we live in sin, because we are not allowed to marry. And this is a secret. Do you understand?
A secret that most people know, but we do not discuss it. I know that you will say nothing.”
“I promise,” I said, thrilled that Aunt Olga trusted me enough to confide in me. But I
wondered: Does Mama know all this?
Later, when we had changed into the dresses Mama had sent for us and gone down to the
palace ballroom where the other guests were gathered, a buxom, florid-faced girl named Katerina
Mikhailovna sat down beside me. Katya was a year or so older than I and very talkative. “Well,”

	
  

101	
  

said Katya, starting at the outside of her heaping plate and working her way around it, “I see that
Duke Peter Ivanovich has put his appearance for the afternoon and gone on his way.”
“Yes,” I said and took a tiny bite of a pirozhki.
“Olga Alexandrovna is such a lovely woman. It’s too bad she’s stuck with him.”
“Ummm,” I said, thinking of what I’d just heard from my aunt.
Katya paused for a sip of tea. “They’ve been married for more than ten years and he still
refuses to give her to divorce. Such a pity that she can’t marry the colonel.”
So Aunt Olga is right! It’s a secret that everyone knows! I looked away, studying the
design on the honey cake. But she was obviously waiting for me to say something, and so I
murmured, “How do you know that?”
“Oh, my dear Anastasia Nikolaevich!” she said, staring at me as though I were a
simpleton. “Why, everyone knows! It’s been the court gossip for the longest time. I’m amazed
you haven’t heard of it, since she’s your aunt.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “They say
he’s...you know!”
I was actually relieved when my cousin Nikita, who had once falsely accused me of
biting him, challenged me to a game of dominoes. I was even more relieved when Mama’s friend
Baroness Buxhoeveden arrived to take us back to Tsarskoe Selo. We kissed our aunt and made
her promise that she would come with us to Livadia.
“Without fail!” we cried, and she answered, “Yes, yes, of course, my darlings!”
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Chapter 9. Visitors and Visits, Spring 1914

I loved being back at Livadia. We rode horses up into the pine forests, and my mare
behaved docilely. Papa plunged into the icy water every day, but OTMA unanimously declared
that it wasn’t yet warm enough for swimming. I had more tennis lessons.
“You must keep your eye on the ball, Anastasia Niolaevna!” the tutor shouted, and I
insisted that I was keeping my eye on the ball, but that my arm was too short or my racket too
long, and that was why I failed to hit it.
Visitors came out from St. Petersburg. Uncle Sandro and Aunt Xenia arrived with their
six sons, accompanied by a lot of noise and nuisance. My swinish cousin, Nikita—actually, they
were all swines, in my opinion, but Nikita was the worst—lurked around, cheerfully admitting
that he enjoyed spying on me.
Papa’s cousin, Grand Duke Georgyi Mikhailovich, and his wife, Princess Maria, had an
estate nearby, and they sometimes came with their two daughters, Nina and Xenia. Uncle
Georgyi was a kind and gentle man, but Mama accurately described his wife as a “difficult
woman.” Princess Maria was from Greece and quite open about the fact that she didn’t like
living Russia.
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Normally, I would have enjoyed having girls my age to talk to, but not those two. We

were not often together, which was fortunate, because I disliked them both. Nina was two days
younger than me, but she was already much taller and slenderer, and she thought that made her
superior. Xenia accused me of cheating at a card game, and I called her a liar.
Nina said, “Nobody likes you, Nastya, or your mother! My mother says the empress is a
hypochondriac, always complaining about being ill and there’s nothing wrong with her except a
bad temper. My mother says your mother is pretentious and condescending and she’s under the
power of that awful Rasputin and she’ll ruin the country.”
I had no idea what a hypochondriac was, but I understood the rest of it, and that’s when I
slapped her and pulled her hair.
The girls reported my crimes to their mother. Nina claimed that I’d also scratched her,
but that was another lie. I wished I had, though. Princess Maria immediately told Mama, who
asked me what had happened. I cried and said I couldn’t tell her. “If you won’t tell me, then I
shall have to punish you, Nastya.”
Of course, I still refused, and I was punished by not being allowed me to come to any
more meals while they were our guests. The punishment suited me just fine.
“I’m taking my girls to England in June for their health,” Princess Maria told us before
they finally left. Good, I thought. Maybe you should just stay there.
But what Nina said about Mama gnawed at me. I hated her for it, but I couldn’t help
wondering: Was any of it true? That nobody liked my mother? That she was pretentious and
condescending? And what was that other word she used—hypo-something? Was it like a
mistress? That obviously couldn’t be possible, but it certainly wasn’t good.
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I feared that this was another word that I was not supposed to use. I decided to risk asking

Aunt Olga. She had come to Livadia, as she’d promised, but Uncle Petya had not. He never came
with her. I thought of Kolya, the man she called her lover and wondered if she would ever be
allowed to marry him and bring him with her to Livadia.
She had confided her secret to me, and that gave me the courage to ask her the question,
“What’s a hypo-something, can you please tell me?”
My aunt looked puzzled. “I don’t know what you mean. Where did you hear it?”
“I can’t say.” I tried to remember the word, but I could not go beyond the first two
syllables.
Aunt Olga shrugged. “I need more clues,” she said. “If you tell me who spoke the word, I
may be able to figure it out.”
Why not just tell her? “Nina,” I said. And when I thought of Nina, another syllable came
to me. “Hypochon—,” I began.
Aunt Olga’s eyebrows lifted. “Hypochondriac? Is that the word?”
I nodded.
“Did it have something to do with your mama?”
I nodded again.
“All right,” Aunt Olga said. “I’ll tell you what it means. A hypochondriac is someone
who imagines she has a serious illness when in fact she doesn’t, and she spends all her time
worrying about her symptoms and perhaps staying in bed.”
That did sound a lot like Mama. Maybe Nina was right, but I did not regret slapping her
or pulling her hair. “Do you think Mama is one?” I asked.
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“No, I don’t,” Aunt Olga said firmly. “But I do think she is a very nervous person who

dislikes being out in society and worries a great deal about your brother, and this makes her feel
ill quite a lot. And I also think Nina is a badly spoiled child and should be banished forever,
along with her sister and her mother, whom I have never cared for. You needn’t mention this to
anyone, though. Understood, my darling Nastya? But I’ve heard that you mistreated Nina and
consequently you’re under some sort of punishment. Is that true?”
I admitted that I had, and it was.
“Well, I hoped you smacked her good and hard, because she surely deserved it. Now
come with me, and we’ll take a walk together, shall we?”

There was more unpleasantness that spring, but this time I was not involved. Mama
always seemed so much happier when we were at Livadia, but this time she seemed not to be
happy at all, and it had something to do with Anya. Anya was with us—when was Anya not with
us?—but for some reason she and Mama were not getting along. Marie and I tried to guess what
it might be about, but we could not. I thought Tatiana probably knew, because she spent more
time with Mama than any of the rest of us did, but Tatiana wasn’t talking.
That left Olga’s diary.
Who would ever believe this: Mother has become mortally jealous and suspicious of
Father and Vyrubova! Anya goes for long walks with him, sits and talks with him, even plays
tennis with him, and although she plays badly, he seems to find that amusing. Anya told
someone, who told someone else, and Tanya heard it, that Mother is so often ill, and does so
much praying and weeping, that Father is in need of feminine companionship and Anya is happy
to provide it. Mother is lonely and deeply depressed. She and Father treated Anya like a member
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of the family, and now she feels very bitter toward Anya for betraying her friendship. Imagine,
being jealous of a fat, frumpy woman like Anya!
I was shocked by what I read and full of questions, but obviously I couldn’t say anything
to anybody without revealing how I knew.
That was not the end of what I read in Olga’s diary that day. I had promised myself—
several times, in fact—that I wouldn’t read her secret diary any more, I would give it up forever.
But when I realized how much went on that I would never have known about otherwise, things
kept from me because I was “too young,” or that it didn’t seem proper to discuss with a girl who
did not yet have a bosom, then I knew that I could not give it up.
I did, though, continually worry about getting caught. I had had a couple of narrow
escapes, usually with Tatiana appearing unexpectedly and looking at me with narrowed eyes
when I obviously had no reason to be in their room. Some day I would surely be caught, and I
would be in disgrace. But that wasn’t the worst. The worst was that I would no longer know what
was going on.
A few pages on, I read this:
I had no idea when Foreign Minister Sazonov arrived three days ago from St.
Petersburg, formally dressed in frock coat and striped trousers, that I was the main subject of his
visit. He has convinced my parents that Crown Prince Carol of Romania would make a good
choice of husband for me and a desirable match politically: “The marriage will make Romania a
closer friend to Russia.” Father has asked me to consider it seriously. I know it is my duty to
help my country, but this seems like a ridiculous way to do it. Isn’t there a more sensible way?
Father was very kind when he told me his thinking, but of course I wept. I know that I
must stop thinking about Pasha. If only I had been allowed to marry the man I loved (still love)
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so deeply! Nevertheless, I have agreed to a visit Constanta in June, to spend time with Carol and
his parents. His mother is Mother’s cousin, another of Queen Victoria’s grandchildren, so that
makes it rather cozy for Mother. They were at my birthday party, and I danced twice with Carol
but I hardly remember him—I was much too enchanted with Pavel to pay any attention. I did
think, though, that Carol seemed quite foolish and immature (he’s two years older) and not
worth my attention. The trip to Romania next month is “just a diplomatic visit,” Father said, butI
didn’t realize how far arrangements had progressed for an engagement until I pried the truth out
of Zhillik. How I dread it.

No sooner were we rid of the despicable Nina and her family than it was time to celebrate
Papa’s birthday. We teased him that he had deliberately chosen to be born in May so that we
could have a party for him in Livadia, rather than in Tsarskoe Selo, where it was still chilly, gray,
and muddy. The pastry chef had baked a beautiful sponge cake, Papa’s favorite, and served it
with strawberries and gobs of whipped cream. Mama frowned when I asked for more whipped
cream. Lately she had become concerned that I was getting fat—“round as a barrel,” according
to Olga and Tatiana, who were both tall and slender, whereas Marie and I were short and not
slender, although I thought being described as a barrel was going much too far.
From then on, all anyone really talked about was the coming trip to Constanta and the
“diplomatic visit” to Crown Prince Carol and his family. We would go on the Standart, and that
made Olga all the more unhappy because it would remind her of Lieutenant Voronov. Olga was
so gloomy it was almost impossible to talk to her. Marie even tried to show her on the
schoolroom map that Romania was right next door to the Ukraine, and that Constanta was on the
Black Sea and she could sail across to visit us in Livadia whenever she chose.
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I thought I’d sounded very reasonable, but my sensible suggestion just upset Olga even

more. “But I wouldn’t be living in Constanta!” she said. “I’d be in Bucharest, the capital, and
that’s a long, long way from the coast. Nastya, don’t you understand? I’d be a foreigner in my
own country. I'm a Russian, and I mean to remain a Russian! And Father promised not to make
me marry anyone I don’t want to marry."
“What does Mama say?” I asked.
“Oh, you can just imagine! She says she wants me to be happy, but she also reminded
me that we all have certain obligations as grand duchesses. She says that she was just fortunate
that she didn’t have to marry some oaf and could marry the best man in the world. I doubt that
I’ll be so lucky! So she’s very upset with me, and I don’t even want to have another conversation
with her about this awful plan.”
There was no reasoning with Olga. I just hoped things would go well and end happily for
everyone. But it didn’t work out quite that way.
In the middle of June we sailed from Yalta on the Standart. The next morning we arrived
at Constanta, where a band was playing on the quay, flags were flying, boats shot plumes of
water into the air, and the artillery on the hill above the city boomed a salute.
Old King Carol and Queen Elisabeth and the whole royal family were there to meet us.
After the official greetings—they’re all pretty much alike—and a service at the cathedral, came
the private luncheon in a pavilion by the sea with just the two families. In the afternoon Mama
and Papa invited the king and queen, Prince Ferdinand and Princess Marie, and Crown Prince
Carol and a slew of brothers and sisters to board the Standart. The white-haired queen, who was
even older than our grandmother, made it a point to speak to me. She was a poetess who wrote
under the name of “Carmen Sylva,” and when I said that I liked to read poetry, she promised to
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give me one of her books. I liked her, but I was watching Olga, who was chatting away with
Carol, as she was supposed to. Olga was always good at being charming in such situations, no
matter how she really felt.
“What do you think?” I whispered to Marie.
“She doesn’t like him,” Marie replied. “You can see that she’s just putting on an act.”
“I mean, what do you think of him?”
“Well, he’s not bad looking, I’ll say that much.”
“But his hair, Mashka! It looks like a mop. I don’t think he combs it.”
The day went on. There was a military review that we had to witness, and our photograph
was taken wearing our big hats, and then we attended a formal tea. By then Mama was
exhausted, and Olga was sick of being gawked at by all the ministers and aristocrats and ordinary
Romanians who were probably wondering if the Russian grand duchess might be their future
queen.
At eight o'clock in the evening we changed clothes again (that made it the third time) and
went ashore for the gala banquet. Papa sat at the center of a very long table, with Queen
Elizabeth on his right and Princess Marie on his left. Mama sat across from him between King
Carol and Prince Ferdinand. Olga, of course, had to sit beside Carol. I was far down the table,
stuck between a couple of his sisters. I’d sat through countless state dinners before, and this one
was just as boring as all the rest. Toasts were made—both Papa and the king spoke French, and
so did everybody else. Olga struggled to keep up a conversation with her companion. When the
dinner was finally over and everybody had greeted everybody else, we returned to the yacht,
because the Standart was leaving that same night to sail to Odessa. No time for a ball! Hurrah! A
brilliant display of fireworks as we got ready to sail was the best part of the visit.
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“Farewell, Romania!” Olga cried. “And I’m never coming back!”
Marie and I looked at each other and laughed. “Guess we know what Olya decided. Poor

Carol will be left with a broken heart!”
The next morning we were in Odessa for Papa to review the troops, a day later in
Kishinev in Bessarabia for the unveiling of a monument, and three days after that we were back
in Tsarskoe Selo after a long, hot train ride.

What an impossible person! Every time we were together, Crown Prince Carol tried to
impress me by telling me jokes that were not in the least funny. He told them in French, but his
accent is so awful that I may not have understood them. He would tell his joke and then laugh
uproariously while I sat there with a fixed smile. This happened several times. Meanwhile, I
searched frantically for something to talk about—a book he’d read, a trip he’d taken, a subject
that interested him. Nothing!
I can’t imagine spending another evening with him, let alone my whole life, and I’ve told
Mother and Father NO NO NO to Crown Prince Carol. I also told them this: I will never leave
my country, even if it means that I do not marry.

She didn’t write in her diary what Mama and Papa had to say to that, but it was easy to
see that she was in a terrible mood.
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Chapter 10. Things Go Badly - Summer 1914

There were several family birthdays in May and June, and we celebrated them all, but
quietly. Papa was forty-six; Mama was forty-two; Tatiana turned seventeen, and Marie had her
fifteenth birthday. And at last I was thirteen. This, I had decided, was going to be the beginning
of my real life, although I wasn’t sure what that would be, or even what I wanted it to be—just as
long as it was more exciting than the life I had when I was twelve.
We left the Standart anchored in the port of Kronstadt and went from there on the smaller
yacht, the Alexandria, to Peterhof. Every summer we spent a week by the edge of the sea at our
dacha where I was born. We never stayed in the Great Palace, which Mama said was just too big.
She much preferred the Farm Palace, because it reminded her of places she used to stay in
England.
I loved spending my birthday at Peterhof. Aunt Olga came with us, and Anya was also
there, so whatever had upset Mama must have been patched over. Dr. Botkin brought his
children, Gleb and Tatiana. I was happy to see Gleb, who was good-humored and pleasant as
always and, I believed, truly had forgiven me for joking about his becoming a smelly starets.
Before lunch we all went for a walk on the beach, looking for pretty stones. Gleb found a
piece of sea glass, polished smooth by sand and water, and presented it to me with a low bow. “A
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birthday gift for Your Imperial Highness,” he said, in deadly earnest, and kissed my hand. I was
so startled and annoyed that he would behave so formally toward me that, without thinking
twice, I kicked sand at him. Poor Gleb—I was always saying or doing the wrong thing and then
had to apologize all over again. The sea glass was a deep emerald green, almost the same color
as his eyes, and I put it away with my other little treasures.
At my birthday luncheon I received another diamond for my necklace and other gifts,
including one I disliked immensely: a big porcelain doll, beautifully dressed, sent by Cousin
Willy! I wished somebody would please tell the man that I was now thirteen and practically a
woman and had no need for dolls. I held two fingers over my upper lip like a mustache and
imitated the stiff-legged march of Kaiser Wilhelm’s troops. Papa laughed, but Mama pursed her
lips and said I should not be disrespectful.
More than almost anything else I enjoyed painting, decorating the pages of my album
with all kinds of flowers and plants and fruit. Aunt Olga, who understood me perfectly, gave me
an easel and a new set of watercolors. Later that day we set out along the water, just the two of
us, looking for a scene to paint.
“Someday when I’m older, I’m going to become an artist, like you,” I confided. “It’s
possible to be a grand duchess and a painter, too, isn’t it?”
“Of course it is, Nastya!”
“Marie is welcome to have twenty children,” I said. “I can’t imagine that Papa and
Mama will allow her to marry a soldier, but maybe by the time it gets to the third daughter, they
won’t insist that she had to marry a prince. I don’t care if I marry or not. I want to be an artist,
maybe even a famous one.”
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We paused several times and gazed out at the sea toward Kronstadt where the Standart

was anchored, looking for the best place to have the servants set up our easels and parasols to
protect us from the sun, and to arrange our paints and brushes. Aunt Olga showed me how to
make a rectangle with my fingers, framing the scene.
“Better just to focus on painting, and not on being famous,” she said, an image of the
yacht beginning to emerge on her paper.
At the end of June, before we left for our summer cruise on the Baltic Sea, we visited
Grandmère Marie for one big birthday party that she gave for Tatiana, Marie, and me, all of us
with summer birthdays. Inside a box tied with a huge pink bow, cradled in a nest of tissue paper,
was the most beautiful gift imaginable: a silver music box with a ballerina, posed in a graceful
arabesque, who turned slowly when I wound the mechanism to play “The Waltz of the Flowers”
by Tchaikovsky.
“Don’t forget, ma chère,” Grandmère whispered as we were leaving Anichkov Palace.
“We’ll visit Paris when you’re sixteen.”
Three more years! It might as well be a lifetime, I thought, holding the music box on my
lap on the train back to Tsarskoe Selo and entertaining my favorite daydream: When Grandmère
Marie and I come back to Russia from Paris, I’ll concentrate on becoming a very, very good
painter. Maybe then I’ll also become famous.

Everything went wrong on our summer cruise, beginning with the short trip from
Peterhof to Kronstadt on the Alexandria where Pavel Voronov now served. It must have been
hard for Olga to see him. She had not said anything about him, or of her meeting with Crown
Prince Carol, but a few words said it all in her secret notebook.
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I saw him today, thanks be to God! It has been so long, and it still breaks my heart. We

didn’t speak, only smiled and nodded. I tried not to let it show how much I care.
No one has mentioned C.P. Carol since that awful meeting in Constanta, and I told
Mother and Father there was absolutely no possibility of a match. “Perhaps you’ll reconsider,”
Father said, “when you’re both older and he’s more mature.”
Perhaps NEVER, I told him.
A few days later four enormous battle cruisers belonging to the British Royal Navy
arrived at Kronstadt to pay us a visit. They steamed past the Standart and dropped anchor
nearby, and we were all invited to have luncheon on the flagship. It was OTMA’s unanimous
opinion that Admiral Beatty was the handsomest admiral we had ever seen anywhere, and the
midshipmen who were our escorts on the Lion were so charming and funny that even sourpuss
Olga was laughing and smiling. It had been a long time since I had seen her enjoy herself as we
did that day.
Then, all at once, bad things began happening. As we were going up the gangway to the
Standart, Alexei somehow hurt his ankle. He had been doing so well that we’d all hoped he was
better, or that he’d learned to be more careful. But he’s a boy, and boys in general aren’t careful,
and Mama was upset that Nagorny and Derevenko hadn’t seen to it that he made it safely. Alexei
was in a lot of pain. Gilliard tried to take his mind off it by reading to him.
Next news arrived that Father Grigory had been visiting his village and was attacked by a
crazy woman with a knife. He was so badly wounded that he might die. Anya made a great fuss.
“Who could wish harm to such a good man?” she wailed. “Who could do such a terrible thing to
a man of God?”
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Mama, too, was very upset, not only because she was so worried about Father Grigory

but also because she relied on him to help my brother. But she was much quieter about it.
The most important thing, although I didn’t realize it then, was this: Archduke Franz
Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary had been assassinated. He was the son of the emperor, and he had
gone to visit Sarajevo, in Serbia. As he and his wife were being driven in an open motorcar
through the crowded streets, a terrorist fired a gun at them and killed them both. Papa got the
news of the murders over the wireless while we were cruising along the coast of Finland, and
that was all anyone talked about all evening. They said there were so many agreements and
treaties among countries that an incident like this could get everyone involved on one side or the
other. War, war, war—it’s all I heard—and that ended our cruise on the Standart.
The Alexandria took us back to Peterhof, giving poor Olga another glimpse of Voronov,
which must have been like a knife twisting in her heart. Papa received an official visit from the
President of France, Monsieur Poincaré, requiring the usual ceremonies, speeches, and dinners.
Papa looked tired and worried, with huge bags under his eyes, and Mama was exhausted and
relieved when the Frenchmen left.
After the early evening prayer service in our private chapel, Papa went to his study to
read the telegraph messages that had come for him while we were gone. We waited in the dining
room for him to come down, and when he didn’t come for a long time, Mama said, “Tanya, do
go and find out what’s delaying your father.”
Just then Papa walked in, his face as white as milk. “Germany has declared war on
Russia,” he said in a hoarse voice.
Mama let out a little cry and sagged onto the nearest chair. “What? Germany! I cannot
believe that Cousin Willy has done this!” And she laid her head on the table and began to sob.
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Seeing our mother so upset, the four of us began to cry, tears running down our faces and

falling onto our napkins. The servants peered in, ready to serve dinner. Papa told them to go
ahead. I was the only one with any appetite—no one else seemed able to swallow even a
mouthful.
By late that evening important people had begun arriving from St. Petersburg by launch
and by motorcar. First to arrive was Sazonov, the minister of foreign affairs who had been so
keen to match Olga up with Crown Prince Carol. Next, the English ambassador brought a
message from Papa’s cousin King George. Mama was calmer now and sent OTMA to bed,
telling us, “There is nothing to worry about, girlies, all will be well.” I wanted to believe that.
“But we must be up early tomorrow to go to St. Petersburg with Papa. He will make an
announcement to the Russian people that our beloved country is at war.”
Marie and I lay in the dark, talking quietly as we usually did before we fell asleep. “What
do you think it will be like, Nastya, being at war?”
“I don’t know. Probably awful.” Then I couldn’t resist teasing her. “But it does mean
there will be a lot of soldiers around. Maybe you’ll meet the one you want to marry and have
twenty children with,” I said brightly.
Marie suddenly began to cry. “And then he’ll probably be killed,” she choked between
sobs. “That’s what happens in war. People get killed. Especially soldiers.”
I felt sorry for saying something to upset her, but Marie was like that. Madame Becker
must have been paying her a visit. She was always glum and weepy during that time of the
month.
Shura woke us at sunrise. “Your Papa wants both of you to go to with him for morning
prayers. Quick, quick now, my girls!”
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Papa was waiting for us, looking as though he hadn’t slept at all. He took each of us by

the hand, as if we were still small children, and led us to the chapel. “Pray hard, my darlings,” he
said. “Harder than you ever have in your life.” And we did.
My sisters and I, all in white as usual, were going with Papa and Mama to St. Petersburg.
Mama also dressed in white, and all of us wore big picture hats to protect our faces from the sun.
Papa wore a plain khaki uniform—“Because of the solemnity of the occasion,” he said.
Alexei had to stay in Peterhof, because he could not walk and our parents didn’t want the
tsarevich to be seen on this, of all days, as an invalid. Nagorny and Derevenko promised him all
sorts of amusements, but nothing cheered him.
“Be a brave soldier,” Papa told him. “We’ll be back soon. And Grandmère Marie is
coming in a few days to celebrate your birthday.”
Alexei, nodded, weeping, too upset to speak. I ran back and kissed him again. “I’ll tell
you everything that happens,” I promised, and then hurried to board the launch with the rest of
my family for the trip to the capital.

